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ABSTRACT

A WOMAN’S LOSS OF CONTACT WITH HER FATHER THROUGH SEPARATION
OR DIVORCE:
EXPERIENCE AND MEANING
Fuller, Marcia Lynn
university of Dayton,
Advisor:

1992

Mary K. Roberson,

Ph.D.

This researcn examines the experience and perceived
effects of a woman’s loss of contact wltn Her fatner
following parental separation.

The women interviewed were

all Caucasian and varied In age from 19 to 55, socioeconomic
class, and time of parental separation (ages 4 to 19).

In

accordance wltn pnenomenologlcal qualitative researcn, an
Interview protocol was developed.
recommended Py Colalzzl

The seven-step metnod

(1978) was employed to analyze the

Interview data wltn additional assistance from tne
Etnnograpn (Seidel, Kjolsetn,

and Seymour,

1985) computer

program.
Tne structure of tne experience of loss Is described as
a developmental sequence of positions.

Eacn of tne four

positions nas tnree Interrelated dimensions:

tne first Is a

description of now tne woman experiences tne loss; tne
second Is tne evolving fatner/daughter relationship;

the

third is the woman’s sense of self or her female gender
Identity (Belenky, Cllnchy, Goldherger,

and Tarule,

1986).

Underlying the entire process, a theme based on the
principle of obligation to the father,
engaged In the phenomenon.
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INTRODUCTION

The effects a divorce Has on each individual within the
family as well as the relationships hetween different
members of the family have been the object of study in an
abundance of research over the past decades.

Researchers

continue to search for methods to discover and record what
happens, both emotionally and behavlorally, to the children
from divorced families.

This retrospective study will use a

phenomenological qualitative research approach to (a)
clarify and explain the many dimensions of the experience of
losing contact with the father and (b) delineate the selfreported effects this particular experience may have on the
psychological well-being of women who have lost contact with
fathers as a result of separation or divorce.
In the following review of the literature the
theoretical importance of the father in his daughter’s life
will be established.

The father’s role will then be

explored according to the theories of object relations and
female gender identity.

The effects of the daughter’s

perceived absence of her father in child development will be
delineated by reviewing related studies.

Next,

the many

factors surrounding the existence of a visiting relationship
as arranged in divorce situations will be discussed.
Women’s reactions to perceived paternal absence will follow.
The literature review will conclude with research
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recommendations derived from the literature and the
rationale for the current study.
Importance of the Father

The role the father plays or falls to play in his
daughter’s life has been defined and redefined by
researchers throughout the years.

Barnett, Klbrla,

Baruch

and Pleck (1988) contested the assumption that the
mother/daughter relationship Is more psychologically
significant than the father/daughter relationship.
findings suggest that,

"adult daughters'

Their

relationships with

their fathers, which have been largely ignored in the
empirical literature, have a substantial effect on the
daughters'

psychological well-being and as great an effect

on daughters' distress as do the relationships with their
mothers" (p . 23) •
Dalton (1986) concentrated on a particular daughter
disturbance that she Identified as a "longing for the
father"

(p. 207).

For four years she compiled daughters’

stories about their relationships
their fathers.

(or lack of them) with

Many of these daughters said that they were

disappointed with the relationship they had with their
fathers because they felt that their fathers were
emotionally and/or physically absent from their lives.
Dalton hypothesized that many of these fathers
perceived as absent had been or were emotionally absent or
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cut off from the feminine side of themselves.

She proposed

that this type of father will withhold approval because his
daughter is female and she visibly represents the feminine,
a repressed aspect in himself.

He will most often grant

affection to his daughter when her behaviors,
feelings support the masculine,
In the father.

Consequently,

attitudes, and

the overly developed aspect

the father Is often

responsible for introducing the daughter to the external
world,

l.e.,

the world of work.

He can teach his daughter

what it means to be a man by rewarding her masculine side
but he also indirectly teaches her what It means to be a
woman by the way he treats his daughter, his wife, and other
women.
Dalton concluded that as women explore the roles that
have been traditionally held by men, the hidden messages of
the father are often worth uncovering and may better enable
women to view themselves as successful.

These roles Include

both those positions of power within our society,

such as

those In the political and Institutional world, and the
representation of authority in the home,
father.

that Is, the

By exploring the hidden messages of the father,

that is, both the expressed and unexpressed feelings,
thoughts, and behaviors he considers important for himself,
his daughter,

and the other people in his life, the woman

gains a more realistic perception of both her father and
herself.

By accepting, honoring, and rejoicing In both the
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femlnine and masculine aspects of her personality,

she is

more able to perceive nerself as a successful person, Ootn
professionally and personally.
From the recent advances In psychoanalytic theory and
after reviewing the findings from sex role development
studies, Kalter,

Rlemer, Brlckman, and Chen (1985) noted two

important ways In which fathers can foster healthy
psychological development In their daughters.

The father

can he an ally in the daughter’s early struggle to separate
psychologically from mother hy helng

supportive as she

exerts efforts to establish a firm female gender Identity
(Internal sense of herself as a female).

Second, he can

also serve as "a source of masculine-based self-esteem" (p.
545) for his daughter by accepting and valuing her female
gender Identity.
Objects Relations Theory

Many theorists have speculated about the extent of
Influence a parent/guardian has on a child’s development.
Greenberg and Mitchell

(1985) suggested that,

"what Is

generally agreed upon about these Internal Images Is that
they constitute a residue within the mind of relationships
with important people in the individual’s life" (p.

11).

An

Individual's interactions with other people are permanently
retained or internalized so that these object
representations begin to shape subsequent thoughts,
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feelings, perceptions,

reactions, and so on.

"The term

[object relations theory] designates theories, or aspects of
theories, concerned with exploring the relationship between
real, external people and internal Images and residues of
relations with them, and the significance of these residues
for psychic functioning"

(p.

12).

Kohut (1977), a

psychoanalytic theorist,

suggested that since the Infantile

self of a baby is weak and amorphous,

the self can not stand

alone.

It requires relatedness and participation with

others,

labeled as "selfobjects," for stability, continuity,

and cohesion.

The term selfobject Is employed because

these others are "objectively separate people who serve
functions which will later be performed by the individual’s
own psychic structure"

(Greenberg & Mitchell,

1983, P. 353)•

It is the relationship between the Infant and the
selfobjects that provides the foundation for psychic
development and structure.

Kohut (1977) postulated that the

beginnings of the self emerge at the point where "the baby's
innate potentialities and the [parent’s] expectations with
regard to the baby converge"

(p. 99).

According to Kohut’s self psychology perspective, early
development must be understood In terms of the relations
between the self and others.

He suggested that a person

never "fully outgrows the need for selfobjects"
Mitchell,

1983, p. 357).

(Greenberg &

When a parent Is unable to

function as a selfobject, Kohut (1977) stated that the child
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experiences him/her as a "non-empathetlc attacker of the
integrity of his [or her] self"

(p. 91).

"Failure to

develop at least one aspect of the self leads to
narcissistic psychopathology,

characterized hy a defective

sense of self and an Inability to maintain a steady level of
self esteem"

(Greenberg & Mitchell,

1983, p. 354).

Melanie Klein, also an object relations theorist,
continually referred to the generative and restorative
purposes of stable, consistent, cohesive internal object
relations as a foundation for adult functioning.
to Greenberg and Mitchell

(1983),

According

"Klein’s depiction of

early object relations provlde[s] powerful tools for
understanding the psychodynamics of older children and
adults"

(p.

148).

Klein claimed that an Individual’s

feelings, actions, and sense of self are the products of the
thoughts and anxieties surrounding the internal object
relational world.

She suggested these objects are

Independent of real persons in the external world:

The

Infant has an Innate unconscious awareness of the existence
of the mother.

These objects are "inherent in and thereby

created out of the drives themselves"
1983, P-

131).

The content of these drives Is the "content

of the child’s own Impulses"
132).

(Greenberg & Mitchell,

Subsequently,

(Greenberg & Mitchell,

1983, P-

the child’s a priori Images begin to

take on aspects of the real objects they represent In the
real world.

The child’s drives are directed towards these a
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priori Images which then begin to provide a base upon which
experience can accrue.

"For Klein,

the content and nature

of relations with objects, both real other people and
phantasled Images of others imagined as Internal presences,
are the crucial determinant of most important psychical
processes, both normal and pathological"
Mitchell,

(Greenberg &

1983, P. 137).
Theory of Female Gender Identity

Block (1973) stated that after Infancy the father
rather than the mother "appears to be a more crucial agent
In directing and channeling the sex-typing of the child,
both male and female"

(p. 517).

since this conclusion Is

supported by other researchers (Blrns,
Rubin,

Provenzano, & Lurla,

1976; Lamb,

1976;

1974), It Is important to

examine the role the father has In gender Identity and
gender role acquisition.
To begin this discussion,

It Is Important to

differentiate among the concepts of gender Identity, gender
role, and sexual orientation because all have been used in
the literature in unclear,

confusing ways.

According to

Rona Klein (1983), gender Identity (sexual Identity)
"stable,

subjective,

Is a

comfortable sense of o n e ’s sex, of

femaleness In females and maleness In males"

(p. 65), while

gender role (sex role) refers to "everything that a person
says or does to Indicate the degree to which he or she is a

8
male or female in a particular culture"
Accordingly,

(p. 65).

Pleck (1976) explains that gender role

"Includes all the psychological traits and social
responsibilities that a person feels are gender appropriate"
(p. 182).

Subsequently,

any prevailing sex role stereotypes

in a particular culture have an Important Influence on the
creation and expression of an individual’s gender role
behavior.

Sexual orientation Is a person’s preferred object

choice as heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual.
When hypothesizing about the Influences the father has
on his daughter's female gender Identity,

It Is necessary to

stress the Importance of a female’s ties with other people,
specifically when she is In the process of developing her
gender identity.

Miller (1986) pointed out that as a woman

develops, her "sense of self becomes very much organized
around being able to make and then to maintain affiliations
and relationships"

(p. 85)•

Klein (1983) stated that women

are "socialized to define achievement for women as
successful affiliation rather than as mastery of their
environment"

(p. 86).

Thus,

It can be quite distressing,

not disastrous, when a highly valued connection,
father daughter relationship,
reason or explanation.

l.e.,

if

the

Is severed, especially without

"For many women the threat of

disruption of connections Is perceived not as just a loss of
a relationship but as something closer to a total loss of
self"

(Miller,

1986, p. 83).
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A woman’s need for connections with other people is
supported and encouraged Oy men.
women nave Deen made,

Miller (1986) stated that

"the embodiment of the dominant

culture’s unresolved problems"

(p. 58).

Specifically,

those

areas of life often denied by men (l.e., weakness,
vulnerability,

Interconnectedness,

need for care, cooperation)
onto women.

emotions, helplessness,

are relegated and projected

Even though these human experiences are denied,

they can not be projected very far away.

The necessity to

have these denied areas of life nearby often forces men to
maintain relationships with women and, consequently,
reinforces a woman's need to develop within a context of
connections of others

(Miller,

r

1986).

Chodorow (1989) proposed that,

"In any given society,

feminine personality comes to define Itself In relation and
connection to other people more than masculine personality
does"

(p. 45).

Agreeing with the theoretical and empirical

accounts, Chodorow concurred that about the age of 3. a
child enters the Oedlpal period.

During this time, the

attainment of a stable gender identity is the goal.
"Feminine identification is based...on the gradual learning
of a way of being familiar In everyday life, and exemplified
by the person...wlth whom she has been most Involved [her
mother]"

(p. 52).

Also during this time, the father begins

to become an Important figure (object)
Chodorow,

In the child’s life.

following current psychoanalytic thinking, points
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out that the "strength and quality of her relationship to
her father is completely dependent upon the strength and
quality of her relationship'to her mother"

(p. 53).

The

daughter draws the father into the existing relationship
between mother and daughter.

The girl oscillates in a

bisexual relational triangle (Deutsch,

1945).

Subsequently,

this pattern Is continued with others throughout her life.
Therefore one might logically next ask,

"How does a father’s

emotional and/or physical absence affect his daughter?"
Effects of the Perceived Absence of Father in Child
Development
In most families,

the father is an authority figure.

Before explaining the relevance of the research concerning a
daughter's perceived absence of the father,

I will examine

the current psychology of women research (Belenky et al.,
1986) on identity development and wom e n ’s relations to
authority.
In a study by Belenky et al.

(1986), the theory of the

development of a woman’s self, voice, and mind was
elaborated.

They examined "women’s ways of knowing"

(p. 3)

which includes "five different perspectives from which women
view reality and draw conclusions about truth, knowledge,
and authority"

(p. 3).

They also discussed how a wom a n ’s

way of knowing is Intertwined with her sense of self.
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Belenky et ai.

(1986) employed an Intensive

lntervlew/case study approach In order to record what each
woman had to say In her own words.

The women included In

this study were drawn from nine different educational
institutions and "Invisible colleges"
women Interviewed,

(p. 12).

Of the 135

90 were students enrolled In one of six

academic institutions.

The other 45 women were from family

agencies that deal with clients seeking Information about or
assistance with parenting (the "Invisible colleges").
the 135 women Interviewed,

For

the tape recorded and transcribed

information was two to five hours In length, resulting In
over five thousand pages of text.
Belenky et al.

'

(1986) grouped the wom e n ’s perspectives

from which they know and view the world Into five major
epistemological categories:

silence,

received knowledge,

subjective knowledge, procedural knowledge, and constucted
knowledge (p.

15).

anchoring point"

The first position,

silence,

Is "an

(p. 24) for the epistemological categories,

representing "an extreme In denial of self and In dependence
on external authority for direction"
Belenky et al.

(1986) research,

(p. 24).

In the

the women who provided data

related to this position were victims of abuse.

At the

second position of received knowledge, a woman "looks
outward for moral knowledge,

[her] moral Judgments conform

to the conventions of [her] soclety--or to the dictates of
the nonconventlonal

[she] chooses to emulate"

(p.46).

A
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received knower "devotes [herself]

to the care and

empowerment of others while remaining selfless"
the third position of subjective knowledge,

(p. 46).

"quest for self,

or at least protection of a space for growth of self,
primary.

For women,

At

is

this often means a turning away form

others and a denial of external authority"

(p.

134).

An

outcome at the forth position of procedural knowledge Is
"the acquisition of the power of reason and objective
thought" providing a woman "with a sense of control and
competitive potential"
critical"

(p. 134).

"The inner voice turns

(p. 94) and she begins to think before she speaks

because her "Ideas must measure up to certain objective
standards"

(p. 94).

The fifth way of knowing,

constructed

knowledge Is "an effort to reclaim the self by attempting to
Integrate knowledge" that Is felt Intuitively as personally
Important with knowledge learned from others

(p.' 134).

Many researchers have examined the effects of the
perceived absence of the father in child development.

In

her examination of the long-term effects of divorce In 104
young adults

(18-23-year-olds) from divorced parents, Drill

(1986) hypothesized that the "persistence of the young
adult's perception of the non-custodlal parent will affect
the long-term consequences of the divorce on the young
adult.

If the child continues to perceive the non-custodlal

parent as a loss, the child will be depressed In young
adulthood"

(p.

171).

Furthermore, Drill stated that "while
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'loss’ Itself Is not measurable quantitatively, a similar
idea, the ‘attitude’ an individual Holds toward the lost
object, can be measured"
1960; McDermott,

(p.

171).

The research (Landis,

1968; Wallersteln & Kelly,

1976) reviewed

by Drill suggested that the attitude towards the lost parent
Is "primarily negative in the case of divorce"

(p.

171).

Often this Is due to the parent’s lack of Involvement In
her/his child’s life and the accompanied Increase In the
emotional distance between the absent parent and the child.
The measures used to test this hypothesis were (1) the
Attitudes Towards Parents Scale (Form F for fathers and Form
M for mothers),

(2) the Multiple Affect Adjective Check Lls.t

- General Form, and (3) a demographic and attltudlnal
questionnaire.

The Information received from these

participants was examined concurrently with the Information
received from the control group consisting of 172
participants from Intact, non-dlvorced families.
The results from her study supported several of her
hypotheses.
(1)

Among those supported were the following:

children of divorced parents demonstrated a less
favorable attitude toward the non-custodlal parent
than they did toward the custodial parent;

(2)

when the father was the non-custodlal parent,
children of divorced parents rated him less
favorably than children of non-dlvorced parents;
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(3)

children of divorce demonstrated a greater
discrepancy between their attitudes toward their
parents than did children of non-divorce,

l.e.,

fathers were rated significantly less favorably
than mothers; and
(4)

children who revealed a greater discrepancy
between their attitudes toward each parent,
regardless of parents’ marital status, were
reportedly more depressed than children who rated
their parents equally.

Overall,

for these adult women a less favorable attitude

toward the father was significantly associated with greater
depression.
The findings from Drill’s study highlight the
Importance of the father’s continued Involvement with the
child both during and after the divorce process.

And at

Issue Is the child’s perception rather than the actual
reality of the father/chlld relationship.

If the child

perceives the father as totally unlnvolved In her/his life,
a feeling of loss Is experienced by the child.

It Is In

part this perception that influences the post-divorce
adjustment of the child.

Drill concluded from her results

that those children who perceive the non-custodlal parent as
’lost’ will be depressed in young adulthood.

Conversely,

those children who do not continue to perceive a loss will

15
not continue to experience the Immediate depressive reaction
throughout young adulthood.
Using systematic clinical observation grounded m

self

psychology theory, Mlshne (1984) examined the variations in
children's responses to parent loss and the effects of that
loss on development.

She first examined the effects of

foster care and Institutionalization.

Then she contrasted

these experiences with those which were characterized by the
loss of a parent through death, divorce,
In the divorced group,

and abandonment.

the child perceived the loss of a

parent because the relationship between the parents was so t
disruptive that one parent, most often the father, withdrew^
from all existing relationships within the family.

In the

abandoned group, one parent was either literally or
emotionally absent from the child's life.

Included In her

clinical observations of children abandoned as a result of
parental divorce and/or parental absence (physically and/or
emotionally) was the noticeably Impressive,
constant object Idealization,
ldeallzatlon/deldeallzatlon"

"specificity of

as well as self(Mlshne,

1984, p. 83)-

Another

observation was that these abandoned children seemed to
demonstrate "greater pathology and ego deficits"

(p. 83)

when compared with children experiencing the death of a
parent.

Specifically,

these abandoned children "seem far

less empathic and more grandiose and self-invested, with, at
best, uneven empathy with self and/or object"

(p. 83)-

The
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uneven empathy these abandoned children expressed towards
the self and/or others was either unrealistically too much
or proportionally too little for a given situation.
Mlshne proposed that without treatment,

these abandoned

children do not experience a genuine mourning or decathexls
from the absent parent.

She stated that this decathexls

from the vanished parent most often did not occur even after
adolescence and separation from the remaining parental
surrogate(s ).

The children who continued to feel as If a

parent was lost to them (l.e., the parent who appeared to
Ignore, emotionally abandon, and reject the child) would
continue to experience great Idealization or devaluation of;
others.

Little value was placed In the existent self by

these children,
time,

resulting In low self-esteem.

At the same

the excessive Idealization and/or rejection of others

created an inaccurate, unrealistic perception of the self.
Mlshne postulated that the "inability to mourn the
natural parent or parents Is due to the severe narcissistic
disorders resulting from abandonment"

(p. 83).

She defined

this narcissistic trauma as "the profound blow to the
child’s self-esteem and the sense of degradation and
narcissistic injury due to having been given up, put aside,
left, and lost" (p.86).

According to Kohut

(1971)

....whether parents only threaten to punish by
withdrawing their love or actually disappear,
abandoning their children temporarily or
permanently, a narcissistic Imbalance or defect
results.
The symptomatology arising out of this
defect encompasses a range that includes lack of
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empathy, sexual perversions, work Inhibitions,
depression, feelings of emptiness, delinquency,
addictions, uncontrollable rage, pathological
lying, and hypochondriacal preoccupations (p. 86).
Kalter et al.

(1985) reviewed the studies which

presented the most convincing evidence Indicating the
presence of developmental risks shared by daughters of
divorce.

They found that divorce affected feelings of

feminine self-esteem and heterosexual adjustment.

Overall,

daughters of divorce were found to have a more negative view
of both men and women and also a distrustful, uncertain
attitude towards marriage.

They proposed that the negative

effects of divorce on females do not become clearly apparent
until adolescence or young adulthood because this Is when
the issues become Important developmentally.
While reviewing the literature on paternal absence,
Hetherlngton (1972) discovered that elementary school age
daughters with fathers who had been absent throughout their
preschool and elementary school years, had developed only
minimal effects that could be attributed to paternal
absence.

Hetherlngton suggested that It may be that the

effects of paternal absence only become apparent at puberty
when ‘the frequency of Interactions with males Is Increased.
Accordingly,

she designed a study to explore paternal

separation (l.e.,

reason for and time of) and Its effects on

the behavior of father-absent adolescent girls.

Her study

Included three groups of 24 lower- and lower-middle-class,
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firstborn, adolescent, white girls (ages ranging from 13 to
17 years) who regularly attended a community recreation
center.

The first group of girls came from Intact families

(l.e. , both parents living In the home).

The second group

of girls were from families in which (a) the father’s
absence was due to divorce and (b) the daughter reportedly
had minimal contact with the father.

The third group of

girls lived In families in which the father’s absence was
due to death.

The design utilized five measures:

observational measures of the girl’s behaviors;

(1)

(2) measures

of nonverbal behavior when interacting with a male or female
interviewer;

(3) ratings of Interview with daughter;

(4)

ratings of Interview with mother; and (5) scores on
personality measures
Femininity Scale,

(The California Personality Inventory

the short form of the Manifest Anxiety

Scale, and the Draw-a-Person Tests for mothers and
daughters).
Group comparisons distinguished daughters of divorced
families from the other two groups In many Important ways.
The daughters of divorce more often sought attention from
males;

Initiated more proximity seeking and physical contact

with males;

reported more heterosexual activity,

including

earlier and more frequent dating and sexual intercourse;
regarded the father as less competent;

expressed more

negative attitudes towards the father; and had the lowest
sense of self esteem.

Hetherlngton (1973) further recorded
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some of the behavioral problems these females experienced
upon reaching adolescence.

Examples were hostile

Interactions with custodial mother, precocious sexual
activity,

and involvement with drugs and/or alcohol.

Overall,

the girls from the divorced families, reported

more feelings of insecurity and apprehension when relating
with males.

This tension was also apparent In their

behavior during interactions with male interviewers as
evidenced by many self-conscious gestures such as nail
biting; hair,

lip, and finger pulling;

clothes and other objects.
apprehension,

and fiddling with

Despite the self reported

the girls from the divorced families continued.

to seek attention from male peers and adults.

Hetherlngton

(1973) commented In an additional article on this study that
the behaviors seen during these interactions were recorded
as "inappropriately assertive,
promiscuous"

(p. 49).

seductive, or sometimes

Hetherlngton suggested that both the

feelings of Inadequacy and the lack of appropriate social
skills were due to the absence of an opportunity for
constructive Interaction with a loving, attentive father.
Consequently,

emotional security within the father/daughter

relationship did not develop.

Existence of a Visiting Relationship

Using both a review of the literature on contact with
the absent parent after separation or divorce and her
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clinical observations,

Auer (1983) illustrated again the

importance of a child's continued contact with the absent,
noncustodial,

biological parent after separation or divorce.

She identified a relationship between the existence of
contact with the absent parent and a child’s self-concept,
feelings of security, and adjustment to a stepparent.

She

observed in her clinical work with separating and divorcing
families that continued contact with the absent biological
parent helped ease the adjustment from one family structure
to the next.

In addition,

the contact was a positive

Influence on the child's developing personality,

including

both the ability to be autonomous and to be interdependent with society.
Wells and Marwell

(1976) define the term self-concept

as "a consistency and integration of a person’s different
identities"

(p. 50).

Auer proposes that it is this

consistency and integration that is interrupted when loss of
contact occurs with the parent.
interruption,

Because of this

autonomous and integrated personality growth

may be extremely difficult or nearly impossible.
In her study of divorced families, Mitchell

(1985)

found that access to the father was most often left to
chance although legally it was proclaimed the father’s
responsibility.

Visiting arrangements often actually became

the informal responsibility of the child.

The father

frequently made no active move towards maintaining contact
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with the children.

The children In her study stated that

they felt rejected, not so much because of the separation of
one parent, hut rather because of the father's failure to
keep In touch and to demonstrate a genuine interest In their
lives.
Wallersteln and Kelly (1980) examined the effects that
divorce had on the visiting father/chlld relationship.
their data and other related findings,

From

they concluded that

"the visiting relationship is a singular relationship that
has no counterpart in the intact marriage"

(p.

1534).

This

conclusion was based on the observation that after the
divorce,

there are factors that constrain and shape the

visiting relationship which were either not influential or
nonexistent among the relationships within the intact
marriage.

For example,

the post-divorce father Is totally

responsible for both the young children who need nurturing
care and the older children who seem to need continual
stimulation and entertainment to ease their restlessness.
He must plan activities and alter his own routine to
accommodate all his children’s needs.
appears to have a new dimension;

The sense of time

there are new meanings and

anxieties associated with meeting and parting during each
visit.

Also,

the boundaries between the father and the

children In this new visiting relationship often appear
broad and unclear.

This often leads to feelings of anxiety

and a new sense of Impotence and frustration.

This is
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especially apparent when the father was used to having
authority over the children in the marriage relationship.
The father also has to incorporate any new developing
relationships,

e.g., a new romantic partner,

existing visiting relationship.

into the

Men are often unprepared

for the children’s reactions to such a relationship.
This transition from being a member of an Intact family
to the uncertain status within a different family structure
is riddled with ambiguity and change.

Wallersteln and Kelly

examined these changes and the circumstances surrounding
them in their study.
There is a popular belief that the father’s consistency
of contact with the child is dependent on his love and/or
interest.

An informative and interesting psychological

perspective presented by Wallersteln and Kelly (1980) is
that contrary to this belief,

the most influential forces on

the nature and frequency of the visiting relationship were
the many psychological dilemmas of the father.

His own

personal conflicts and, most importantly, his feelings about
the divorce (l.e., his eagerness or opposition to end the
marriage),

Influenced the interactions he had with his

children.

Depression and grief occur frequently after

marital separation.

Men who experienced these feelings

often found that the visits evoked these tenuously
controlled negative affects.
their children.

Consequently,

Thus, it was painful to visit
they did so irregularly or
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not at all.

In addition, men who felt rejected by their

wives often assumed that the children would also reject
them.

Visits with the children often reawakened the painful

and distressing memories of the marriage and the divorce.
Men who felt either consciously or unconsciously guilty
about the divorce had great difficulty initiating and
sustaining consistent visits with their children.

These

guilt feelings either lead to a decline in visiting with the
children or resulted In frequent gullt-rldden visits
immediately after the separation.

The visits were rarely

sustained.
Wallersteln and Kelly (1980) concluded that those
fathers who continued to visit regularly and frequently had
the following characteristics.

They were:

men who could bend to the complex logistics of the
visiting, who could deal with the anger of the
woman and the capriciousness of their children
without withdrawing, who could Involve the
children In their planning, who could compromise
between totally rearranging their schedules and
not changing their schedules at all, and [those]
who could overcome their own feelings of rejection
or guilt at the time of the divorce (p. 1538).
Women’s Reactions to the Fathers’ Absence
As young females In this particular culture, girls
"learn to dismiss or suppress their anger, rather than to
confront the subtleties of when and how to get mad or the
rules of fair fight"

(Kaplan,

Identity socialization,

1976, p. 356).

In gender

girls are taught that truly feminine
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women refrain from acknowledging and expressing their own
anger and discontent with confrontational, aggressive
methods.

"Aggression threatens a wom a n ’s self-concept and

ego Ideal.
feel guilty,
(Klein,

Awareness of her aggression leads a women to
Inadequate, and to have diminished self-esteem"

1983, P- 83)■

Thus a woman’s female gender Identity

Is threatened hy the anger and hostility she feels towards
her father because he has seemingly abandoned her.

Miller

(1986) stated that "for a woman, even to feel conflict with
anyone, and particularly but not only with men, has meant
that something Is wrong with her psychologically since one
Is supposed to get along If one is all right"

(p. 131).

Along with these feelings of Ineptness and Inadequacy when
alone and when interacting with others, Miller (1986) states
that there Is an "overwhelming pressure for women to believe
they must be wrong:

they are to blame,

something very wrong with them" (p.

there must be

131)-

Consequently,

many women whose fathers’ abandoned them feel It Is their
responslbl11t y .
Research Recommendations from the Literature

Due to the complexity and long-term nature of these
potential problems resulting from divorce, Kalter et al.
(1985) suggested that "the assessment of daughters of
divorce, at any period of development,
clinically sophisticated approaches"

requires ln-depth,

(p. 543).

The authors
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concluded future studies might focus on the Initial
experience of the divorce and the daughter’s perceived loss
of the father In order to examine the early manifestation of
this vulnerability to problems in self-esteem as It relates
to female gender Identity.

On the other hand, Hetherlngton

(1975) suggested that future research may discover the most
revealing,

Introspective, and comprehensive evidence of the

effects of father absence on females In the lives of mature
women.
Summary and Rationale of Study

The literature reviewed demonstrates the Importance of;
the involvement of the father in a daughter’s life.

One

constructive role of the father Is to help foster a healthy
sense of self and a clearly defined female gender Identity
(Dalton,

1986; Kalter et al.,

1985).

In the process of

developing a relationship with his daughter,
becomes a selfobject.

the father

Through Interactions with his

daughter, he begins to build the foundation for psychic
development and structure (Kohut,

1977).

Subsequently,

the

daughter's feelings, actions, and sense of self are the
products of the thoughts and anxieties surrounding the
Internal object relational world which Includes the father
(Greenberg & Mitchell,

1985).

The daughter’s Internal sense

of herself as a female can be defined and directed by her
father.

The father indirectly teaches her what it means to
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be a woman by rewarding or discouraging her behavior (either
traditionally feminine or masculine) and by the way he
treats all the women In his life (Dalton,

1986).

As a woman develops her female gender Identity, her
sense of self Is very much organized around the
establishment of relationships with others
Klein,

1985; Miller,

1986).

(Chodorow,

1989;

The ability to make and

maintain connections to others Is crucially Important
throughout a woman’s life.

Any threat of disruption to a

relationship can be perceived as a loss of self.

Thus a

daughter who loses contact with her father following a
divorce Is at psychological risk.

;

A woman’s evolving sense of self Includes a
redefinition of authority, a change from being externally
controlled to being Internally controlled, and an emerging
sense of an Inner voice (Belenky et a l ., 1986).

Losing

contact with her father will greatly influence a woman’s
definition of self and authority.
When examining the long-term effects of divorce In
young adults, researchers have found that those Individuals
who rated their fathers,

the non-custodlal parent,

less

favorably than their mothers were significantly more
depressed than those individuals who rated the parents
equally (Drill,

1986).

This finding emphasizes the

Importance of the father's continued involvement with the
child both during and after the divorce process.

The child
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who perceives the parent as lost may continue to experience
this depression throughout young adulthood.

Often these

Individuals experience an excessive Idealization and/or
rejection of others.

Subsequently,

this creates an

Inaccurate, unrealistic perception of the self (Mlshne,
1984).
Studies examining the developmental risks shared hy
daughters of divorce concluded that divorce affects feelings
of feminine self-esteem and heterosexual adjustment
(Hetherlngton, 1972).

The effects of paternal absence often

become apparent at puberty when the frequency of
Interactions with males is increased.

Overall,

the females,'

from divorced families report more feelings of Insecurity
and apprehension when relating with males.

Often,

they lack

the social skills employed when appropriately Interacting
with males.

They seem to have a more negative view of both

men and women and a distrustful, uncertain attitude towards
relationships.
A person’s self-concept Is the Integration of her/his
different Identities

(Wells & Marwell,

1976).

It Is this

consistency and Integration that Is interrupted when loss of
contact occurs with the parent (Auer,

1983).

Autonomous and

Integrated personality growth may be extremely difficult or
nearly Impossible.

Thus,

It is Important to design a study

which explores the experiences of adult women who lost
contact with their fathers.

By employing phenomenological
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qualitative

research,

these experiences

can he e x p l o r e d on a deeper

level.

1976)

of

effects

this p h e n o m e n o n of
that

loss has had

researchers will
further
emphasis

provide a thick,

explore
i

he able
the

father

can he
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description

(Geertz,
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METHOD
Phenomenological qualitative methodology guided the
data collection,

transcription,

reduction, and analysis.

For further general information on qualitative methodology,
see Appendix A.

Data Collection

Recruitment
Women who qualified to he a participant In this study
had parents who were permanently separated and/or divorced;
subsequently these women perceived a loss of contact with
their fathers.

The woman needed only to perceive a loss to

have had her own personal experience of losing her father
after the divorce.

When employing qualitative Interviewing,

according to Taylor and Bogdan (1984),

the researcher begins

with a general Idea of what people to Interview and how to
find them, but remains flexible enough to change these
guidelines after initial Interviews should It become
apparent that the strategy Is inadequate In either practical
or theoretical terms.

While recruiting women to interview,

the criterion for a desirable Interviewee was revised to
include the additional statement that the woman feel that
she had a relationship with her father at one time.

The

existence of this relationship with the father Is crucial to
the definition of loss, that is, the "deprivation of, or a
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state of being without something that one has had"

(New

Webster's Dictionary of the English Language, 1981, p. 887).
Theoretical sampling guided the selection of women to
he Interviewed and the decision to stop the Interviewing
process

(Glaser & Strauss,

sampling,

1967).

When using theoretical

the Importance of each completed Interview Is

evaluated by assessing the potential of each "case" to help
the researcher develop theoretical Insights Into the area of
life being studied.

Therefore,

specifying before the fact

the actual number of "cases" Is not Important.

Once a

researcher decides that the interviews completed reveal a
full range of perspectives held by the various Interviewees-of Interest and that any additional Interviews have a very
low probability of yielding genuinely new Insights,

she/he

can conclude that enough people have been Interviewed.
Experience suggests that In similar studies

10 to 15 In

depth Interviews Is the norm (M. K. Roberson, personal
communication, January 15, 1991).

In this study,

15 women

were interviewed with 12 of these women fulfilling the
revised criterion.
The women Interviewed for this study were all Caucasian
and varied In age from 19 to 55.

Due to the variance In age

and other individual differences, each woman was at a
different level of growth, both personally and
professionally.
on welfare;

Socloecomonlc class varied:

one woman was

several women were living with their parents
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while attending school;

several women had returned to school

after many years; several women were employed and pursuing a
career.

In each woman’s case, her parents’ time of

divorce/separation occurred before she was 20 years old.
the 12 women,

Of

7 experienced their parents’

divorce/separation between the ages of 8 and 11, 4 between
the ages of 16 and 19, and 1 between the ages of 4 and 5Initially, participants were recruited by networking
with friends, acquaintances, and personal contacts.

These

potential interviewees were given Information both verbally
through a mutual friend and concretely through a detailed
flyer (see Appendix B-1).

The flyer was designed to be both

Informative and visually appealing.

It described the study,

listed the participation requirements,

Included my name and

telephone number as well as my advisor's name, and stated
that all Information would be kept confidential.

Visual

appeal was achieved through bright pink paper and bold
lettering.

Flyers were also placed at various locations

such as dormitories,

libraries,

classrooms, and hallways on

the University of Dayton (UD) campus,

the Wright State

University (WSU) campus, and the Sinclair Community College
(SCC) campus.

A brief verbal description of the study was

presented to several groups of students taking a course on
aging at Sinclair Community College.

The handout that

accompanied the presentation provided my name and telephone
number for those students who wanted the opportunity to
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volunteer confidentially to participate.

Brief

advertisements describing the study and the participation
requirements were placed In the UD and WSU student
newspapers.

All recruitment materials can he found in

Appendix B.

Following the initial presentation of the

study,

I telephoned each woman to discuss the study, answer

any questions, and schedule an Interview.
Data Collection
Initially it was proposed that the interviews he
conducted at the University of Dayton, hut when the search
for other interviewees extended to several other campuses
and towns It was necessary to accommodate the women
Interested In the study and to travel to a location
convenient for them.

Of the 12 women interviewed 2 were

completed at U D , 2 at a quiet area In their homes, 2 at SCO
psychology lah, and 6 at various locations on the WSU
campus.

All locations were private and free from outside

distractions.
To minimize the potential risk associated emotionally
laden experiences,

I began hy establishing rapport with the

participant at the initial contact,
call.

that is, the telephone

The time and place for the Interviews were chosen In

accordance with each woman’s schedule.

Since the

participants knew the topic of the Interview,

the Interview

session began with an exchange of greetings.

Taylor and
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Bogdan (1984) suggested creating a relaxed,

comfortable

atmosphere resembling those in which people normally
converse.

They also suggested that the interviewer relate

to the participants on a personal level.
Following the greeting,
of the interview protocol

I provided a brief introduction

(see Appendix C).

I explained to

the participants the exploratory nature of the study and the
reasons for the seemingly broad, open ended questions.
Optimal information was that which was provided without
specific direction from the researcher and that which was
processed on a more introspective level.

I stressed to each

woman that she was the expert about her own experiences and;
that any answer she might contribute Included valuable
information.

She was informed that there were no right or

wrong answers to any of the questions.

I then explained the

many dimensions and the uniqueness of the word experience,
l.e.

feelings, emotions,

thoughts and/or behaviors

associated with a particular experience.
Next,

in accordance with ethical guidelines,

I asked

the participant to read and sign an informed consent form
(see Appendix D).
aloud,

As I read the informed consent form

I reminded each woman that her participation in the

study was voluntary and that she was free to discontinue her
participation at any time.

She was assured that any

information offered would be used only for this study and
any written material gained from the audiotapes would use
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pseudonyms for the names of people and places so that any
Identifying Information would he disguised.
this and the possible consequences,
embarrassment,

legal problems,

The reasons for

such as potential

etc., were explained to each

woman.
In accordance with confidentiality guidelines, a master
list of both the actual names and the pseudonyms was kept In
a secure,

safe place separate from the data.

Labels on the

audiotapes and computer discs were assigned pseudonyms for
each participant and, once the research was completed,
audiotapes were erased.

the

When the results were finalized,

the computer discs were stored In a secure manner with the .
pseudonyms.
Throughout the Interview process I made every attempt
to be supportive,

sensitive, and flexible.

When appropriate

I reflected what the participant expressed so that she was
well aware that I was listening and that I understood what
she was saying to me.

I assured each participant that other

women, as well as myself, have been in similar situations
and that some find It difficult to talk about.

Before the

Interview, and In situations where Intense emotions emerged,
I reminded each woman that we could take a break at any
time, discuss why it may be difficult to talk, move on to
another question and return to the current question at a
later time, or she could choose not to answer the question.
Also,

I reminded her that she could discontinue
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participation at any time if she felt that she was unable to
continue with the Interview.
The Interviews averaged between 60 and 90 minutes.
the conclusion of each interview,

At

I informed the participant

that she would nave tbe opportunity to review tne results of
tbe study and that I would greatly appreciate any feedback
she could provide at that time.
Interview Protocol
An Interview protocol was developed for this study (see
Appendix E).

All the questions In the protocol center

around the purpose of this study which was (a) to explore at
woman’s experience of losing contact with her father
sometime after her parents’ separatlon/dlvorce and (b) to
discover any meanings or effects this experience has had on
the woman’s life.

This experience of loss and I t ’s effects

Is the basis upon which the study was developed.
In order to provide Important context,

Included within

the protocol along with the critical questions are specific
Inquiries about the divorce experience;

the w o m a n ’s

perceptions of her father before, during, and after the
divorce;

the visitation arrangements; and the wom a n ’s

current relationship with her father.
critical questions are open ended,

Since most of the

follow-up questions were

used to help structure the interview when the open ended
questions seemed to be too difficult and/or when additional
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information was needed.
be asked verbatim.

Also,

the questions did not need to

Any question may nave been altered

according to the content of the

responses to previous

questions.

Transcription
While transcribing the Interview audiotapes,
maintained

I

confidentiality by coding all Identifying

information (l.e., names and places) with pseudonyms.

I

also changed any phrases that might potentially Identify a
participant so that her confidentiality would be maintained.
I transcribed the Information verbatim,
participant’s and my own responses.

Including both the :

Any significant pauses

between words and/or sentences and any changes In voice
Inflection were noted.

This included sighs,

etc.

I listened to the audiotapes again

Once transcribed,

laughs, cries,

to correct for mistakes and/or misunderstandings.

Reduction

Before any reduction or analysis of the interview
protocols,
and themes.

I read each of them, noting the general meanings
I then reduced each of the interview

transcripts so that It read more like a narrative.
removed false starts,
unnecessary words

I

repetitive statements, and other

(e.g.,

"you know" or "uh").

I rearranged

the text so that statements pertaining to a specific topic
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were placed together.

While making these reductions, my

goal was to retain the essence of who each woman is and to
maintain the meaning of what each woman said about her
experience of loss.

When the first reduction was completed,

the text consisted of each wom a n ’s description of her
experience with the questions from the protocol Included to
provide context.

I began with over 200 pages of text and,

after a second reduction,

the text was shortened to slightly

more than 100 pages.

Analysis

I followed the seven-step method recommended by
Colalzzl
F).

(1978) to analyze the Interview data (see Appendix

After reducing the protocols,

I read each again to get

a general feel for the rearranged material.
reduced protocols,

Of the 12

I chose four protocols that contained

themes most representative of all 12 interviews.

I chose to

focus my Initial analysis on these four protocols.

I then

proceeded to extract significant statements that related
directly to the experience I was Investigating.
this,

I began to formulate the meanings,

Insight, of each of these statements.

While doing

through creative

These meanings

provided a bridge between what was said by the participant
and what I believed the participant actually meant.

I

organized these meanings Into clusters of themes common to
the participants’ protocols.

Each theme was assigned a
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short,

tight title which was then used to label the various

statements and/or characteristics that described and defined
each theme.

While organizing the meanings,

I continually

returned to the original protocols In order to validate the
clusters of themes.
seem to fit,

Upon discovering a theme that did not

I returned to the original protocols and

reexamined the data and revised the thematic
conceptualization.

I was cautious not to Ignore any

negative cases or themes or to produce a theory that
conceptually eliminated these data.
To organize the meanings into clusters of themes,
employed The Ethnograph:

I

A program for the computer

assisted analysis of text based data developed by Seidel et
al.

(1988).

The Ethnograph Is a "set of Interactive, menu

driven computer programs designed to assist the
ethnographic/qualItatlve researcher In some of the
mechanical aspects of data analysis"

(p.

1-2).

It "enables

you to code, recode, and sort data flies into analytic
categories"

(p.

1-4).

For the four chosen protocols,

I

coded the data with the abbreviations I assigned to each of
the themes (for example, perceiving the father as the victim
was PERVIC).
protocols,

After coding the data for these four

I ran the Ethnograph program and sorted the coded

statements Into the various themes.

I described each of the

themes with these statements or qualities, and I chose
quotes that exemplified each theme.

I then examined the
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other eight protocols for the same meanings and themes.

I

was careful not to ignore any missing data within an
interview protocol under a certain theme.
clusters of themes,

By using the

I generated an exhaustive description

that includes all the results gathered about this topic.
The clusters of themes used to describe the wom a n ’s
experience of loss were not easily obtained from the data.
Only after various levels of Investigative work and after
several attempts at coding the data, did the final themes
emerge from within the data.

The Initial coding of the data

searched for the answers to the various questions within the
Interview protocol without consideration for any of the
meanings connected with each of the answers.

This then lead

to a second coding which included the meanings associated
with the data.

The second search gathered data that was

coded according to the perceptions of the self, the father,
and relationships with others before, during,
loss of contact with the father.

and after the

Emerging from this second

search were the clusters of themes used to generate the
final exhaustive description of the experience of loss.
Throughout the analysis process, a number a draft
presentations were offered to a research group.

The

feedback provided during these presentations was
Instrumental In the developing of the description of the
phenomenon.
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U pon the c o n c l u s i o n of

the entire

the data was

r e s earch process,

a dditional

e x a m i n a t i o n of

search was

for any patterns w i t h i n the data

heen o v e r l o o k e d previously.
(e.g.

the time of

varlahles

m e a n i n g of

the e xperiences

(e.g.

patterns w i t h i n the data,

varlahles

any statements
and effects)
other

aff e c t i n g the

were examined.

No

than those already

were discovered.

to inform them that

the results

the results

Incorp o r a t i n g

the p a r t i c i p a n t s by phone

I w o u l d be sending
(see A p p endix G)

then followed up w ith another
validated

that may have

Both the d e m o g r a p h i c

I r e e s t a b l i s h e d contact w i t h

summary of

The

the p a r e n t s ’ s e p a r a t i o n s / d i v o r c e s ) and the

contextual

discussed,

completed.

an

telephone

by noting any

this data

them a printed
t h r o u g h the mall,
conversation.

I

feedback offe r e d and by

Into the final product.

RESULTS

Introduction
The structure of women’s experiences of losing contact
with their fathers after marital separation can he described
by employing a developmental sequence consisting of four
positions.

Each position has three interrelated dimensions.

underlying the entire process, a theme based on the
principle of obligation to the father,

keeps the woman

engaged with the phenomenon (see Figure 1).

For this study,

the description of the experience Is limited to this
structure.

A developmental sequence is used to depict the

structure of the collected data about this phenomenon of the
separation from the father because It allows for the
description of the progressive development of the woman in
relation to both herself and other people.
The developmental sequence Is comprised of four
positions.

The following are the labels for each of the

four positions:
Acceptance.

Precrisis, Crisis, Postcrlsls, and

The term position is employed because It

describes a mental attitude; one has taken a certain stand
(Perry,

1970).

Each position is multidimensional.

The movement Is forward through the developmental
sequence of positions.

The women In this study demonstrated

varying degrees of awareness, acceptance, and growth
concerning their experiences of losing contact with their
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fathers.

As with any experience in life, a human being will

both deny and adapt as she or he moves through the many
facets of an experience.
It Is important to reiterate that the data from which
the structure emerged was retrospective.

Each woman’s

recollection of her experience of loss was Informed by her
current state of development at the time of the interview.
Phenomenological theory holds that a person’s subjective
experience of a phenomenon will vary over time.

The concept

and meaning of the past Is always influenced by the present.
Therefore,

the self reported data obtained from the women in

this study are the result of each wom a n ’s reflection upon
her own experiences.

Whatever was reported by the women may

or may not reflect what actually happened.

However,

this

methodology provides the researcher a glimpse into a deeper
level of an experience, as remembered at one point In time.
There were two types of questions Included within the
Interview protocol.

:

Each woman was asked to reflect upon

her experience of loss In two different ways.
In the following question,

For example,

the woman was asked to return

mentally to the time when she lost contact with her father:
Allow yourself to go back In time to when your
father seemed to lose interest.
Describe for me
how (e.g., Marcia at 13 years o ld) viewed her
father's lack of involvement In her life.

44
In the next question,

the woman was asked how she perceived

the loss of contact a3 an adult.
question,

In contrast to the former

she was asked to use an adult frame of reference:

As you are well aware, my study Is about people
who have lost contact with their fathers.
For
some people this happens over time, for others it
happens quite suddenly, while for others, It seems
to fall somewhere between these two extremes.
How
did you experience the loss of contact with your
father?
Therefore,

she was asked to review her experience of loss In

both current and retrospective frames of reference.
questions, however,

In both

the woman employed her adult cognitive

capacity to reflect upon her varying perceptions of her
experience of loss.

Whatever she said in the Interview was

Influenced by her present perceptions of herself and her
world.

Statements employed to create the structure of the

process of loss described In these results came from answers
to both of the above questions.

Regardless of how far a

woman had progressed in the developmental sequence, her
current position In the sequence was described by using
statements from her adult frame of reference.

Any position

prior to her current placement was described using
statements from both the adult and child frames of
reference.

Thus,

In sum,

the total structure that emerged

from retrospective reflection on the present and the past is
based both in the adult and childhood frame of reference.
If one were to classify each woman In her current
position In the developmental sequence based on her adult
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perception statements,

there was one woman in Position Two,

four women In Position Three, and seven women In Position
Four.

Not all the women experienced every position.

All of

the women descrlhed experiences relevant to Position One,
Precrisis, and Position Two, Crisis.
statements in Position Three,

Eleven women had

Postcrlsls, and seven women

had statements In Position Four, Acceptance.
When assessing a woman's current position,

she may have

offered statements that applied to two separate positions.
This may he explained hy the fact that each position Is
multidimensional.

At the time of the Interview, a woman may

have developed some dimensions more than the others.
fact,

In

five women Included statements from their adult frame

of reference that fell In two different positions.

These

women were classified In the more developmentally advanced
position.
As mentioned earlier, each of these positions has three
dimensions.

The first dimension Is a description of how the

woman experienced the loss of contact with her father.

The

second dimension Is the evolving father/daughter
relationship.

The third dimension Is the w o m a n ’s sense of

self as a woman or her female gender Identity and is
discussed In relation to the theoretical framework outlined
In the hook entitled Women’s Ways of Knowing hy Belenky et
al.

(1986).

The relationship among each of these

dimensions within each position Is discussed briefly.

A
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more elaborate description will follow below.

Keep in mind

that the three dimensions within each position are
Interrelated but broken down into separate sections so that
the reader can understand each dimension more clearly.
A woman experiencing Position one, Precrisis,

seems to

accept the world without question and Is more likely to
experience herself as being externally controlled.

The

three dimensions that will be examined In this position are:
Perceiving the Father as the Victim, An Unquestioning
Perspective, and The Received Knower.
Position Two, Crisis,

involves the woman’s awareness of

the loss of contact with her father.

The woman begins to

question this experience In relation to both herself and her
father and she experiences an absence of control over both
her external world and her Internal self.
dimensions in this position are:
Roles,

The three

Losing Trust/Changlng

A Questioning Perspective, and The subjective Knower.

A woman experiencing Position Three, Postcrisis,

Is

becoming more realistic about this experience of loss, her
relationship with her father, and her perception of herself.
She is beginning to develop an Internal sense of control
over herself and her world.
position are:
Perspective,

The three dimensions In this

Acknowledging the Loss, A Realistic
and The Procedural Knower.

A woman experiencing Position Four, Acceptance,
at peace with her experience of loss.

is more

She Is able to focus
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on Herself and identify what she needs for Herself.
developed an Internal sense of control.
dimensions In this position are:
Evolving Perspective,

SHe Has

The tHree

Searching for Self, An

and THe Constructed Knower.

THe underlying feeling along the entire developmental
sequence of positions Is a feeling of obligation towards the
father.

THls theme keeps the woman engaged In the

phenomenon of father loss thus allowing for Her growth In,
and increased awareness,
with others.

of Herself and Her relationships

The thread or abstract principle connecting

the woman to the father may be a sense of duty, a religious
belief, an unexamlned obligation, and/or a cultural respect;
for the title of father.

As the woman progresses through

the developmental sequence,

this sense of obligation changes

from an external sense of responsibility to an Internal
sense of responsibility.

Initially,

obligation will be discussed.

the theme concerning

This Information will provide

the basis for further discussion of the four positions.

Feeling Obligated to the Father
Throughout the descriptions of the women's experiences
of losing contact with their fathers is an underlying
feeling of obligation towards the father.

This pervasive

theme Is exemplified In varying but similar forms.

Even

though each situation Is unique to an individual, all
contain a strong sense of responsibility to the father and
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for the father/daughter relationship.

This feeling of

obligation to the father includes a seemingly unceasing need
for a father figure, concerns about the exlstance of a
grandfather for her children, an acknowledgement of dislike
for the father as a person In connection with the continuing
need for the father,

religious beliefs about the role of the

father, a sense of responsibility for Initiating and
maintaining contact with the father, and a sense of
responsibility for the father’s and the family’s well-being.
Most of the women stress the importance of a father
figure in their lives.
approval,

They mention feelings of security,

and acceptance when referring to their need for a.

father:
[Women] need him for emotional support.
I need to know that he still cares about me.
Everybody needs a father.
Whether he was there
supportlvely or if he was there to yell at me, the
fact was that he was there.
I know that I have a real strong desire to reunite
and to make him know that I love him.
Not only do these women feel that his presence In their
lives Is important for them but also that it Is Important
for their children.

One woman who Is Just beginning to

build a relationship with her father stated that she Is
"really looking forward to having him be a grandfather" to
her children and another woman who has not heard from her
father In several years stated that she "would love to have

49
him there later on when he can see my children."

Another

stated that she wants their relationship "to he worked out
so that everything will he fine hy the time [she] has
children."
Several of the women still feel obligated to have him
In their lives even though they have discovered that they
don't care for him as a person:
I loved him because he was my father hut I hated
him as a person.
I d o n ’t really like the man hut h e ’s my dad and
I ’m having a lot of trouble making that final
break.
I try real hard hut my feelings towards him d o n ’t
ever change.
Three of the women felt that their religious beliefs
added to their feelings of obligation to their fathers.

The

following statements demonstrate this tie between their
religious beliefs and responsibility towards the’lr fathers:
Honor thy father and thy mother.
The heart of the father will be reunited with the
child.
But being a Christian, I do realize that he Is my
father and If there was some way that I thought
that I could reach him and make a difference In
his life, I would do it.
Much of the contact between father and daughter was
and/or Is Initiated by the daughter.

The malntalnence of

the father/daughter bond Is also experienced as the woman's
responsibility.

One woman who always traveled to see her

father said that "never once did he make an attempt to come
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down to Georgia to see us," and another commented that even
after several years of silence,

she continues to "look

around In crowded places to see If he's there."

on a rare

occasion when the father did Initiate contact, one woman
Immediately moved back In with him but lost contact a second
time because, as she described the situation,

"things got so

bad."
A sense of responsibility for the father and his
happiness wa3 Important for several of the women who were
aware of circumstances that they felt were hurting their
fathers and/or their families.

One woman who knew that her

mother was having an affair took the responsibility of
Informing her father.

Another woman wrote a letter to the

woman with whom her father was having an affair and
suggested that she leave him alone.
Each of these women’s feelings of obligation and
responsibility for her father and for her relationship with
her father are consistent with the theories on gender
Identity development.

Miller (1986) stated that as a woman

develops, her "sense of self becomes very much organized
around being able to make and then to maintain affiliations
and relationships"

(p. 83).

She also stated that "for many

women the threat of disruption of connections is perceived
not as Just a loss of a relationship but as something closer
to a total loss of self" (Miller,

1986, p. 83).

Thus, a

w om a n ’s feeling of obligation towards her father pervades
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Her experience of loss.
rejected hy her father,

Even though she may feel totally
she appears to continue to feel

obligated to and responsible for this man who Is her father.

Position One:

Precrisis

This position marks the beginning of each woman’s
experience of loss.

At this point,

the woman Is learning

that her parents are either permanently separating or
divorcing, and she Is beginning to experience how this
change Is going to affect her life.

The three dimensions

within Position One, Precrisis are:

Perceiving the Father

as the victim, An Unquestioning Perspective, and The
Received Knower.
At this position,

the woman seems to accept her

particular situation for what It appears to be, that Is, at
face value.

She hasn’t begun to question why her parents’

relationship has ended, or why her father has lost contact,
or why she perceives her mother as the primary force behind
the separation and/or divorce and her father’s unhappiness.

Perceiving the Father as the Victim
During and shortly after the separation and/or divorce
of their parents, many of the women reported feelings of
confusion, pain, anger, and/or ambiguity.

The disruption of

what had been for each woman had many ramifications for her
perception of everything around her,

Including her father.
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Upon the realization that her father can Pe weak,
helpless, and vulnerahle,

the woman begins to develop a

different yet more holistic perception of her father.

This

perception Includes a genuine feeling of sorrow and
compassion for the father,

for all that he has or will lose

because of the separation and\or divorce.

In each woman’s

description there is a pervading feeling of the
victimization of the father, perhaps because he Is now
viewed as a person with weaknesses and vulnerabilities.
Often the woman assigns the blame for her and her family’s
particular situation to her mother.
Every woman Interviewed expressed how sorry she felt
for her father.

For many,

their fathers began to express

certain emotions and attitudes that as a daughter,
previously never witnessed.

they had

There are reports of fathers

crumbling and turning Inward, feeling rejected by the
mother, appearing hurt and vulnerable,

losing control both

personally and professionally, and feeling Inept because
they did not know how to respond to their daughters.

The

remarks below illustrate the wom a n ’s perception of her
father at this time:
I saw him really crumble and started feeling sorry
for him as the process went on.
To me, he turned
Inward.
I saw him much more vulnerable than I had ever
seen him before.
I really thought he was the victim because he told
me these things about my mother and I believed
him.
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I believe a lot of it was out of his control.
There was nothing he could do.
I think that he was afraid that h e ’d do something
that I d i d n ’t want or that he couldn't do or say
the right things.
And with the divorce, I knew that he felt that he
was pushed into it . . . he was the victim.
A majority of the women Interviewed stated that at the
time of the separation,

they felt that It was their mother’s

fault for the eventual loss of contact with the father.
Several women reported that their mothers wanted the divorce
and not their fathers,

others felt that their mothers

pushed their fathers away either by having an affair and/or
by neglecting and contradicting their fathers.

Another

woman’s mother illegally removed her from her father's home
and moved her to another state.

This blame Is evidenced by

the following quotes:
I blamed my mother because I felt that she made
him leave.
I was on my father’s side for a long time.
She kidnapped us from our father.
We w e r e n ’t
allowed to have any contact with him.
I was more angry with my mom for the whole
separation.
I think he really wanted to work It out and my
mother didn't want any part of It.
If she would have Just let It go . . .
I always blame my mother.
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An Unquestioning Perspective
A woman's relationship with her father can he described
as an affective relationship.

That Is, both individuals

continue to ascribe to their respective father and daughter
roles and each seems to possess an unexamlned Image of the
other.

At this time the woman continues to depend on

external authority, without Question,
direction.

for guidance and

She accepts without question her father’s

account of both her own perception and his perception of any
experience.

Each woman's narrowed, unexplored perception of

her father Is evidenced In the following comments:
Prior to my parent’s divorce, I saw my father as a
mythological figure.
At that point In time, I
perceived him as more of stereotypic father
fulfilling the expected roles.
He was like a
character from a television show.
I really believed In him a year ago.
I thought he
was the best.
I put him on such a pedestal.
But
once you see what a person Is really made o'f there
Is no going back.
Before my father left, he was n ’t anything like he
Is now.
it was almost like he was hiding his true
Identity.
It was like he d i d n ’t want us to know
how he really was and I felt like I had to look up
to him because he seemed like a god to me when I
was little.
He was a really great person In my
eyes.
Before this time In her life, the woman may never have
had to explore and define her relationship with her father.
She accepts her role as the daughter and his role as the
father.

The separation and/or divorce and the changes that

follow seem to act as a catalyst for the woman to begin to
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question her relationship with her father and subsequently,
her relationship with external authority.
The Received Knower
Belenky et al.

(1986) examined women's ways of knowing

which includes five different perspectives from which women
view reality.

In the present study, women may have

experienced the first position of silence,

Put when

describing their experiences of loss they did not express
the sense of self outlined by this position.

In this study,

the last four categories, beginning with the received
knower, will be used to describe each wom a n ’s sense of self
as she moves through the developmental sequence of
positions.
As a received knower, a woman derives a sense of "who I
am" from the roles she maintains and the definitions others
supply (Belenky et al.,

1986, p. 81).

Because these women

"believe that all knowledge originates outside of the self,
they must look to others even for self-knowledge"

(p. 48).

The identity formation of these women Is based on how others
view and describe them.

In my study, each woman who

experienced this position,

seemed to accept her sense of

self as it had been defined by others.
of self.

There was a denial

She did not feel in control of herself;

rather,

the control was experienced as external to herself.
a woman who lived mostly with her "substance abusing,

Robyn,
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womanizing" father following the divorce, described her
feelings of powerlessness during that difficult time in her
life:
At that time, something dramatic and terrible
happened to me.
I lost my virginity . . . and I
was so ashamed.
Something Inside me told me that
If I di d n ’t leave that place, I had no chance at
all.
Robyn recognized the lack of control she had over herself,
and she began to see how her Identity would be defined by
others If she remained In her current environment.
could see that a change was needed In her life.

She

At that

time she was consciously making a choice to begin the search
for her own definition of self.
The received knower engages In "elther/or" (Belenky et
al.,

1986, p. 46) thinking.

decision making,

in times of conflict and

she must choose between the self and

others, one or the other,, but not both.

She will choose to

devote herself to others since "to get something for
oneself"

(p. 77) Is selfish and unthinkable because this

decision Is bound to deprive someone else.

This sense of

"elther/or" thinking Is supported In the following quote by
Pauli,

in a description of how she felt during her parents’

divorce and subsequently, during her experience of loosing
contact with her father:
I think
I think
There’s
you see

I t ’s a really confusing time for a child.
that I t ’s Just a tanglement [sic].
Just so many players and you see good and
bad and being a child you see things but
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you really d o n ’t understand It.
understand wh a t ’s going on.
As a received knower,

You d o n ’t really

she continues to view her world as a

place where everything is black or white, with no grays.
Her experience of the divorce and her experience of the loss
are confusing to her because she begins to see people and
situations differently,

that Is, In the gray area between

black and white.

Position Two:

Crisis

As the woman’s experience of loss begins to evolve
beyond this perception of the father as the victim and as
contact between father and daughter becomes more Infrequent,
the woman begins to explore the Idealized Image she has of
her father.

At the same time, she begins to see herself

differently.

Referring to Kaiter et al.

(1985),

the father

has been found again to Influence the woman as she exerts
effort to establish a firm female gender Identity.

By

accepting and valuing her female gender identity, he Is "a
source of masculine-based self-esteem"
daughter.

(p. 543) for his

Any changes, both positive and negative,

in her

source of approval and acceptance affect how the woman views
herself and her world.
The three dimensions within Position Two, Crisis, are:
Losing Trust/Changing Roles, A Questioning Perspective,
The Subjective Knower.

within this position,

the woman

and
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experiences the loss of contact with her father by losing
trust In the man she knew as her father.

She also begins to

experience a change in the roles both she and her father are
expected to maintain.

She begins to question her

relationship with her father, her relationships with others,
and her Initial perception of the loss.

In addition,

she Is

beginning to question her own perception of herself.
The discussion of this position will begin with an
examination of the diminishing trust the woman has In her
father due to her experience of losing contact with him.
The self-reported ramifications of the absence of trust,

ln^

relation to her perception of both her father and herself, ;
will be explored.

The discussion of this position will then

examine the changes that occur In the roles both the
man/father and the woman/daughter are expected to maintain.
In this position, women explore the impact of the loss of
trust and changing roles on the father/daughter
relationship.

Finally,

the woman's emerging,

subjective

sense of self at this point In the process will be explored.

Losing Trust
As contact with her father becomes more infrequent,

the

daughter begins to feel mistrust and doubt towards her
father.

She also experiences a feeling of nonacceptance and

an absence of love from her father.
diminishes and eventually stops,

As the contact

these feelings Intensify,
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and the woman may experience these same feelings for other
males in her life.
In the interviews compiled hy Belenky et al.

(1986),

what comes through most strongly is the notion of "failed
male authority"

(p. 57).

Women are taught to trust men for

they have the ultimate power within our society.

As the

women in my study lost contact with their fathers due to
this absence of trust,

their perceptions of truth and

authority began to change.

Belenky et al.

(1986) stated:

As women begin to act on their new conceptions of
truth and to forge new rules and boundaries in
their relationships, some become distinctly
antimale.
Negative attitudes toward specific men
in their pasts . . . become generalized to all
men, whom they perceive as controlling, demanding,
negating, and life suppressing (p. 79).
In addition, Hetherlngton (1972) suggested that the
effects of paternal absence only begin to become apparent at
puberty when the frequency of interactions with males is
increased,

subsequently,

the woman may not be fully aware

of her feelings of insecurity and distrust towards her
father until she experiences a friendship and/or a
heterosexual relationship with a man.

Many of these women

stated that they have very negative perceptions of men but
continue to search for the approval, acceptance, and love
they feel they have lost.

The wom a n ’s search for these

feelings is supported by Hetherlngton’s (1972) conclusions
that the daughters of divorce more often sought attention
from males and initiated more proximity seeking and physical
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contact with males,

sue also concluded that the girls from

the divorced families reported more feelings of Insecurity
and apprehension when relating with males.

Similarly,

the

women is this study stated that they are more realistic and
slightly cynical when approaching a new relationship.
when In a relationship,
emotionally repressed,

Also,

they report helng distrustful,
and extremely cautious.

The diminishing amount of trust each woman has in her
father is Illustrated in the statements below:
I thought that he would do something later to stab
me again.
He left without us knowing.
He would promise that
he would send child support and that he would help
us out but he never did.
I feel like he lied to me a lot
I think when he
told me that he loved me he was lying.
He lied to us . . . which makes me unable to trust
the man.
I d o n ’t think the man has said a true thing his
entire life.
As the women begin to sort through the feelings of
anger,

insecurity, mistrust, and rejection associated with

the loss of their fathers,

they describe the experience of

these same feelings in other relationships,
heterosexual relationships.

especially

in accordance with the theory

proposed by Hetherlngton (1972),

these women may only begin

to fully experience the effects of paternal absense upon
reaching puberty when the frequency of Interactions with
males is Increased.

For most of the women In this study,
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statements about the lack of trust they have for their
Husbands, boyfriends, partners, and friends directly follow
statements about the lack of trust they Have for tnelr
fathers.

They also attribute this ubiquitous lack of trust

and Insecurity to tnelr father’s disappearance from their
lives.

The following three quotes exemplify this

phenomenon:
It hurt when I had to tell you how much It hurt me
about my father (stated with a shaking voice and
with tears In her eyes).
I d o n ’t usually tell
people things like that . . . I like to keep the
hurtful things Inside.
I cannot really get close
to somebody.
I can share the facts but I ’ve
always held myself back.
I ’m not going to let
somebody do that to me again.
I ’ve been in a serious relationship for the past
two years and I am very distrusting of him when I
have no reason to be logically.
It was causing
problems between us and I initiated therapy . . .
because I really thought I was trying to control
our relationship and I was distrusting in the
relationship and that was a result of my growing
up . . . with a father that d i d n ’t love me.
I think I ’ll always distrust men.
I have a
boyfriend now but I d o n ’t trust him as far as I
can throw him (laughs).
It’s very difficult to
put yourself In that vulnerability after y o u ’ve
been lied to that way.
It’s not worth It.

These stories are similar to the w o m e n ’s stories In the
study completed by Belenky et al.

(1986).

They strongly

emphasized how "failed male authority" Influenced their
trust in other people and In their own sense of self.
Many of the women feel that this experience of loss has
obliged them to explore any Idealized Images they may have

62
had of their fathers and subsequently men in general so that
now, they feel that they have a more realistic and perhaps
cynical perception of men, as Illustrated In the following
quotation:
It [the experience of loss] raised an awful lot of
Issues for me about men that probably would not
have gotten raised had none of that happened.
I ’m
probably much more cautious about the kinds of
relationships I get into and much more realistic
about what those men should be In my life.
Men
were much more threatening to me because of that
relationship [the lack of the father/daughter
relationship],
I perceived men as being rather
hostile, vlctlmizers, and always looking to take
the advantage.
I didn’t find much redeeming value
in them.
Changing Roles
As the father/daughter relationship continues to evolve
in accordance with this experience of loss,

the daughter

explores the various roles both her father and she strive to
maintain.

She begins to view her father and herself

differently as she experiences a change in her own role as a
daughter and as a woman as well as her father’s role as a
father and as a man.

As noted earlier, Kalter et al.

(1985)

stressed the Importance of the father’s role on the
daughter’s emerging conscious sense of adult female gender
Identity.

If, along with his Initial reluctance to maintain

contact with his daughter,

the father becomes uncomfortable

or Intimidated by the emerging woman within his daughter, he
may sever ties completely to avoid any discomfort or
unsureness he may experience.

This rejection of the woman
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in the daughter will affect the perception the woman has of
herself, her father, and her world.
Following her parents’ separatlon/dlvorce and her loss
of contact with her father,

the women In this study found

that they began to adopt a new role within the family.
reported feeling responsible for their siblings,
mothers,

and the malntalnance of their homes.

Most

their

One woman

stated that she felt that her "first Job was to be
supportive of her mother" and another commented that she
"had to keep her family together and [she] had to keep [her]
mother together."

The quote,

"I was left home to take care

of the kids and do all that stuff

[in reference to

housework]," epitomizes each of these wom a n ’s feelings
during that time.

Steph summarized her own and the other

woman’s feelings about this new sense of responsibility and
duty:
Here I was trying to be the supportive adult role
to my mother and lead her In the right direction.
I felt more of a need with her because she was so
lost.
And I thought my father could fend for
himself.
I would be there to take care of my
brother and my sister and if I went off . . . who
would be there to take care of them?
A woman’s perception of the change In roles Includes
both her sense of responsibility she feels for her siblings
mother, and home, and the changes occurring in her
relationship with her father, Including the father’s overal 1
discomfort upon realizing his daughter Is becoming a woman
and an adult.

Each of these experiences add to an emerging
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perception of the father that Is more realistic and mature
and an emerging sense of a firm and valuable adult female
gender identity.
A Questioning Perspective
At this point,

the woman realizes that her relationship

with her father has changed.
responsibilities,

This change involves different

alternate patterns of interaction, and an

evolving perception of herself as an adult.

One woman

stated that she felt that she became the teacher and her
father became the student.

Another woman reported that she

felt that she had become her father's confidant when he

*'

began to discuss with her things that she felt were
inappropriate for a father to discuss with a daughter.
Another felt that she had to Inform her unaware father about
problems within her parents’ marriage.

During these

experiences, many of these women reported feeling awkward,
uncomfortable, and unsure of their role within their
fathers’ lives.
Looking back, many of the women were able to articulate
that they experienced their fathers’ Inability to relate to
them as women.

They sensed their fathers’ discomfort,

ineptness, and/or dislike for their emerging womanhood:
But our contact w a s n ’t the same;
daughter anymore.

I w a s n ’t his

As time went on and we got older, I found that my
father and I had less In common because I was a
girl.
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I d o n ’t think he knew how to talk to me.
I w a s n ’t
on the same level anymore.
I don't think my
father ever liked women.
I think he saw me
growing Into a woman and that made him more
skeptical of my actions.
I d o n ’t think he knew what to do at the age I was
at.
I think he had a hard time realizing his
place and where he fit.
He di d n ’t know what I
wanted or what I needed from him.
Due to the loss of trust In her father and the changing
roles within the father/daughter relationship,

the woman

begins to question her existing relationship with her
father.

She questions her loss In relation to her father

and her self.

She begins to reevaluate her perception of

the father/daughter relationship and she attempts to
redefine this relationship.

This leads to her exploration

of who her father Is as an Individual.
The Subjective Knower
The subjective knower position shifts away from the
received knower In which others define her Identity.

This

shift involves feelings of Insecurity, doubt, and
Instability because the woman Is moving away from the
"familiar contexts and relationships within which the old
Identity has been embedded"

(Belenky et al.,

1986, p. 81).

A woman may feel that she Is In limbo or lacking boundaries
because she seems to have 11 ttle control over her external
world as well as no control over her inner self.

A woman is

often bewildered over her sense of loss of self because she
no longer receives the "feedback and reinforcement that
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family and community provided"
81).

(Belenky et a l ., 1986, p.

When asked to talk about berself,

she finds it

extremely difficult because of the fluctuations In ner sense
of self.
However,

this instability is welcomed by the woman

because Her self-concept begins to change; Her new world Is
shaped and directed by the woman herself
1986, p. 82).

(Belenky et al.,

For all women this shift Is "an adaptive move

In that It is accompanied by an Increased experience of
strength, optimism, and self-value"

(p. 83).

The woman’s definition of the nature of authority
shifts from external to internal which enables her to begln;
to experience a sense of personal authority.
attend to sense of voice from within herself.
the subjective knowers,

She begins to
"Truth,

for

Is an Intuitive reactlon--somethlng

experienced, not thought out, something felt rather than
actively pursued or constructed"
69).

(Belenky et a l ., 1986, p.

These women Insist on the value of personal experience

and disregard the knowledge and advice of experts.
In my study, several of the women expressed how they
had to "get some space" from their fathers and his
representation of external authority.

By attempting to "get

some space" from her father, Pauli was able to begin to have
a sense of control over feelings about her father and
herself.

Sam, a woman Just beginning college,

expressed her

need for some distance between herself and her father:
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When I went to college, I Just wanted to put it
all behind me and not remember that It had ever
happened.
I figured that getting away would be
the best solution ever.
If I did n ’t think about
It anymore, it would never affect me.
Belenky et al.

(1986) concluded that "It was only after some

crisis of trust In male authority in their dally lives,
coupled with some confirmatory experience that they, too,
could know something for sure,

that women . . . could take

steps to change their fate" (p. 58).
Position Three:

Postcrlsls

The divorce or permanent separation of a wom a n ’s
parents has a profound effect on the father/daughter
relationship and often this effect Is the loss of contact
with the father.

This experience of loss then propels the

woman to examine her relationship with her father and her
perception of herself.

Her questioning introspection

enables her to experience her father as an Individual and to
establish more firmly her own sense of self as an adult
woman.
are:

The three dimensions of Position Three,

Postcrlsls,

Acknowledging the Loss, A Realistic Perspective, and

The Procedural Knower.
Acknowledging the Loss
In order to acknowledge the loss of contact with her
father,

the woman must first perceive this loss of contact.

She can then process through some of the feelings Involved
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with losing contact with ner father, such as, anger,
sadness, disappointment,

and rejection.

As she examines her

feelings about the absence of this relationship,

she

realizes that she Is not able to have what she wants from
this particular relationship.

At the same time, her

perception of her father has expanded.
view her father as an Individual.

She Is now able to

That Is, she realizes

more fully who this man Is and what he represents.
a wider awareness,

Based on

she is able to make a conscious,

independent choice concerning her opinion of the man.

She

can now choose whether or not she would prefer to have a
relationship with this man who Is her father.
Acknowledging the loss begins with the woman being able
to perceive her father as an Individual,
him as a person.
study decided,

that Is, knowing

Subsequently, most of the women In this

for many reasons, not to pursue a

relationship with their fathers.

Each of the women describe

a strong need to get on with their lives.

This may include

accepting the loss and/or pushing the feelings Involved with
the loss aside so that she can move forward.

While

progressing personally and professionally, all the women
Interviewed stated that they still experience the hurt,
confusion, and anger associated with the perceived rejection
of their fathers.
Except for one, all the women In this study stated that
they have come to know their fathers as Individual people.
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The woman who has not come to know her father cannot because
he has dlssappeared.
him.

Overall,

angry,

She has found no way of contacting

the women stated that they were disappointed,

saddened, and then slightly relieved because once

they more fully knew who their fathers were,

they could then

decide whether or not to have them In their lives.

The

following statements are examples of this experience for the
women:
If you Introduced me to my father for the first
time, I would meet him and then I probably
wouldn’t have anything else to do with [him].
I
wouldn’t pursue a friendship because [he Is] not
the kind of [person] that I would like to get to
know.
But once I saw him differently, I d i d n ’t want
anything to do with him.
I d o n ’t feel anything
for him and I d o n ’t think that h e ’s worth
anything.
I wouldn’t wish him upon anyone.
I think that I'm better off without him because I
really c a n ’t deal with his lies, his alcoholism,
and with all the women he has In his life.
Obviously I had no respect for the man . . . I
felt like h e ’s never going to change so why even
bother.
A Realistic Perspective
Upon losing contact with her father,

the woman begins

to qu’
e stlon and reevaluate her relationship with this man.
She redefines the father/daughter relationship In more
honest terms,

Including both the strengths and weaknesses of

the relationship.
and perceptions,

In the process of examining her feelings
she gradually learns who her father Is as
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an individual.

Any idealized Images she may nave had of her

fatner are dispelled and are replaced with a more realistic
perception of the entire being.
to realism,

Before exploring the shift

I will first examine a theoretical perspective

on what needs are fulfilled by the Idealization of the
father.
Chodorow (1989) provided several reasons why the father
and all men are Idealized.

First, she stated that the

father is the daughter’s "last-ditch escape from maternal
omnipotence"

(p. 71) so It is crucial that she does not

prevent him from being a part of her life.

Second, It

becomes extremely difficult for the daughter to build a
relationship with this man based on his true strengths and
weaknesses because of both "his dlstan[t] and Ideological
position of authority In the family and . . . her mother’s
interpretation of his role to her children"
Finally,

(p. 71).

the daughter turns to her father searching for a

different kind of love; different from the oneness and
connectedness she experiences with her mother.

She wants to

experience the kind of love that both confirms her
"oppositeness and specialness"

(p. 72) and provides her with

"a sense of separateness from her mother" (p. 72).
of her strong need to feel love,
father’s limitations
(p. 72).

Because

she "Is willing to deny her

(and those of her lovers or husbands)"

It is especially easy for her to do this because

the distance her father maintains prevents her from really
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knowing the man.

Conclusively, her relationship with her

father Is mostly based on "a level of fantasy and
Idealization"

(p. 72) because of her father’s distance and

his Importance to her.
The following two Quotes from Cass, a woman in her
early thirties who has recently returned to college after
experiencing a divorce from her husband,

reveal the changes

In her perception of her father and her relationship to him:
My daddy was always nice,
He would go out of his
way to do things for me.
He really hated my
brother and the other one he Just kind of Ignored
but me he would go out of his way for me and he
saved my life once,
We were wading in a stream
and then I fell,
I saw my daddy reach down and
pull my hair.
I always had long hair because my
daddy loves long hair and I always thought that
was great.
If I had a problem, I could talk to my
dad and I could cry on my d a d ’s shoulder.
He was
so handsome and h e ’d take his shirt off and there
I always thought that
would be all these muscles.
my daddy was the most fantastic man In the world.
I d o n ’t know if I even like this man now that I
see him without my rose colored glasses.
I
realize that this m a n ’s a real jerk.
If I met
this man and he w a s n ’t my daddy, I d o n ’t think
would have anything to do with him.
The Procedural Knower
The procedural knower abandons any former ways of
knowing she may have had In favor of "reasoned reflection"
(Belenky et al.,

1986, p. 88).

This woman has encountered

situations where her old ways of knowing were challenged and
because of some source of support that was "not only benign
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but knowledgeable"
"voice of reason"

(p. 95), she is able to develop her own
(p. 88).

At this position,
Immediately accessible.

a woman realizes that truth Is not
To truly know something requires

careful observation and systematic analysis.

Her Inner

voice Is becoming critical of all that she thinks and
observes.

She begins to search for ways to obtain and

communicate knowledge.

Subsequently,

she begins to

experience an Increasing sense of control over her world.
She has learned "that In order to fully understand the
phenomenon,

she [has] to view It from a variety of angles"

(p. 97).

;

In accordance with her new way of knowing Is both the
woman's emerging perception of her father as an Individual
and her own sense of a stronger, more autonomous self.

She

begins to feel the Immediateness of the necessity to move on
with her life.
and her future.

In doing so, she gains control over herself
She gains responsibility for and confidence

In her female gender identity.

She may still harbor strong

feelings about the loss of her relationship with her father
but she realizes that she needs either to accept the loss
and move on or to push the painful feelings associated with
the loss aside so that she may move on with her life.
Belenky et al.

(1986) explained that "In order to assume

[her] own true colors,

[she] must detach [herself] from the

relationships and Institutions to which [she has] been
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subordinated"

(p.

129) .

The following quotes from several

of the women in my study illustrate each woman’s conscious,
Informed, objective decision to change her life so that she
will be more satisfied:
Now it has been gradually by my choice.
I decided
that I w a s n ’t going to bother with It.
I Just
live day by day.
I d o n ’t worry about much that’s
happened In the past.
I think if you live in the
past, y o u ’re asking for a lot of trouble.
We started to loose contact gradually and then my
getting away was my leaving him rather than him
leaving me.
I had to escape that conflict.
I quit going to his home.
I d i d n ’t like going
over there anyway.
I Just decided that It would
be best for everyone to start to get some space
because when you c a n ’t make a relationship work,
I t ’s really hard to keep going back when you know
there's Just nothing there.
Part of the reason we fell out was because I got
tired of being the one that always Instigated any
communication.
I got really upset because
whenever I would talk to him, h e ’d never ask how I
was or how my children were.
He would Immediately
start telling me what he was doing and what was
going on in his life.
Even after the woman decides to move on with her life,
the feelings about her experience of loss continue to affect
her:
I think that until the day I die I will have this
feeling Inside me that I have lost something or
maybe until the day he dies.
I Just couldn't believe that he would Just desert
I d o n ’t like to
m e . I think It still does hurt
adml t It but it still does.
It [losing contact] was okay then but i t ’s not
okay now.
It hurts real bad.
But It was okay
[When I saw him
then because of where I was at.
recently,] I felt like a little kid that wanted
her dad to hug her real hard (crying) and he
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didn't and it hurt my heart.
I really had pains
in my heart and my dad is the only one w h o ’s ever
been able to hurt my heart like that.
I d o n ’t really like the man but he's my dad and
I'm having a lot of trouble making that final
break.
Just to say that It Isn’t going to work
and why d o n ’t we just put me up for adoption to
break that awful feeling.

Position Four:

Acceptance

A woman who has reached Position Four, Acceptance,

m

the developmental sequence has been able to process through
her experience of loss,

to explore her father and her

relationship with him as a daughter and as a woman, and to
establish a firm but evolving female gender identity.

She j

Is capable of choosing whether to invite the man who is her
father Into her life or to search for what he represents
elsewhere.

The traditional representation of the father

(that Is, love, acceptance,

security, approval, and support)

continues to be extremely important for the wom a n ’s sense of
well being.

Jess, who has recently returned to school to

pursue a more satisfying career, offered the following which
Illustrates this position:
I ’m always searching for that someone to lean on
•and help me with the load.
I want to find someone
who is a companion, a friend, a lover, and a
partner.
I know people who have relationships
like that and that’s what I want for myself.
The three dimensions within Position Four, Acceptance are:
Searching for self, An Evolving Perspective,
Constructed Knower.

and The
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Searching for Self
Each woman who is able to reach this point begins to
develop a new awareness of herself.

She begins to explore

how this experience of loss affected her sense of self.
This awareness includes an overall feeling of increased
responsibility,

Independence,

and strength.

She employs

these positive feelings to work through her past and move on
with her future.

Many of these women have been In therapy

or are still continuing with therapy to help work through
these feelings and thoughts.

They have shared that they

want to recognize and understand their fathers’ behaviors,
thoughts, and feelings so that they can avoid becoming like
their fathers and/or choosing men similar to their fathers.
The increased feelings of awareness,

self confidence,

and power that are associated with the w o m a n ’s acceptance of
her experience of loss are typified in the following
statements:
There’s a lot of little bugs that are going to pop
up throughout your whole life because of this [her
experience of loss] and you Just deal with each
one of those one at a time and d o n ’t be afraid of
them because by being willing confront them
you'll grow and be much happier.
Now, when I need money, I go to work.
I take care
of myself,
It’s a feeling of Independence.
It's
a good feeling but at the same time I t ’s a very
lonely feeling.
I handle things a lot better now.
I 'm not running to father anymore.
If something
is wrong, I deal with It one my own.
I just realized that I am a very intelligent
person
(laughing). I used to think I was
exceedingly stupid.
I had to really prove to
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myself that I was intelligent.
I ’ve become more
confident and I ’ve realized that I d o n ’t need to
he pushed around and that I d o n ’t need to take
abuse.
Each of the women stated that she needs to examine her
perception of all men.

Some fear that they will remain

cynical towards men and pessimistic about developing a
trusting relationship with a man while others want to stop
the cycle In which they are entrapped In because they
continue to choose partners who are like their fathers.
So she [her therapist] Is really giving a lot of
Insight into why I am the way I am which I think
is half the battle.
She is also giving me some
tools so I can turn around so that I d o n ’t become
that person that my father [Is].
Now I d o n ’t superimpose the daddy role onto them
and I ’m much more tolerant of the positive and the
negative things about those other men because of
what I ’ve learned from my father [that Is, her
loss of contact with him].
It's been a tough one
but It’s been a positive thing.
There was a lot of anger that had not been
released.
It was a constant pressure valve for me
and that person I talked to about It helped
relieve some of that.
I have a terrible time with Intimacy.
That's why
I go to therapy now to try to help myself.
I ’m
beginning to realize that there are a lot of
things about my dad that I hate but I still need
my family.
I'm not to the point yet where I can
go and say that I ’m sorry for my part of the
drifting because I know that he wouldn’t say It.
I would like not to hate him because It wears me
out.
It took 12 years of marriage and about 4 different
relationships after my marriage to realize that I
was still looking for my father.
I had a
tendency, until Just recently, to pick men Just
like my father.
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An Evolving Perspective
At this point,

the father/daughter relationship is

defined realistically;
two alternatives.

it is what it is.

The woman now has

She can choose to either abandon the

existing relationship or to pursue a modified, more
fulfilling relationship.

If the woman decides that her

relationship with her father cannot fulfill her needs, she
can search for what she needs in other people and In
herself.

If she decides to contact her father again,

will he for herself.

It

Her own affirmation of self leads to

her decision to connect with her father,

with both

decisions, the woman Is learning to provide for her own
needs.

Kay described her relationship with her father:

Our relationship Is tolerable.
I t ’s still
evolving.
He and I have some issues that we d o n ’t
talk about because we Know they’re very volatile
and we try and Keep things moving on.
He now
talKs to me more In terms of someone who Knows
something rather than someone that needs to be
taught something.
Upon realizing that a relationship with her father would not
fulfill her needs, Robyn stated:
I was driving home from my father's home when I
decided that I did not want to be in that Kind of
atmosphere anymore.
I cried for about 30 miles.
Then I decided that even though my life’s getting
narrower, If I c a n ’t depend on the man, I will
find somebody else to depend on.
Tha t ’s what I ’m
trying to establish In the church and with friends
that I feel comfortable going to when I need help.
A woman’s acceptance of her loss of contact with her
father involves forgiving the father.

Most of the women In
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this study have been able to forgive their fathers and have
chosen to rebuild the relationship, or they have decided
that a relationship Isn’t possible at this time.

The

following statement given by Donna about her father
demonstrates both her ability to forgive her father and her
growth as a human being:
I d o n ’t think h e ’ll ever be honest with himself.
I think he Just wants to try and forget this bit
of his life and Just go on.
If that’s his way of
dealing with It then fine.
He doesn’t have to
admit anything If h e ’s going to change his life
and make It the way It should be because I know
the truth and that’s all that matters.
Recently,

Jess’s stepfather, who had neglected and abused

her, asked her for forgiveness.

She explained that by being

able to forgive him, she now feels that she has the ability
to forgive her biological

father:

Yeah, I probably will [contact my father] but It
will be for a search [for a father figure].
It
won't be because I have anywhere else to look for
a father.
I think I ’ve always known that a father
is still Important but I di d n ’t realize It until
my stepdad made that step.
I think that once he
did that, It helped me realize what I was looking
for In the men in my life.
It relieved me of that
burden of not knowing what I was looking for.
When he did that, It made It easier for me to
understand.
The Constructed Knower
Belenky et al.

(1986) explained that "to learn to speak

in a unique and authentic voice, women must

'Jump outside’

the frames and systems authorities provide and create their
own frame" (p.

134).

They need to Integrate the knowledge
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they gain from the outside world with the knowledge they
feel Intuitively is personally Important.

This process

Involves "a period of intense self-reflection and selfanalysis"

(p.

135).

Often,

the woman needs to remove

herself from all that she has known, doth psychologically
and geographically.

Women abandon the elther/or way of

thinking and Invite doth ambiguity and contradiction Into
their thoughts.

These women "no longer want to suppress or

deny aspects of the self In order to avoid conflict or
simplify their lives"

(p.

137).

The women In my study who have been able to grow and
learn this way of constructed knowing now exhibit a sense ot
fluidity with their experience of loss.
to Incorporate the loss with the self.

They have been able
Often therapy has

enabled these women to advance to this position.
therapy,

In

they can employ means such as the Gestalt empty

chair technique to engage in dialogue with the absent father
and work through the many feelings surrounding the loss of
contact.

Jan, a business woman who has returned to school

In order to change her career, explains:
I have to understand why I am the way I am.
I
have to move on and I have to Just take care of
myself.
I am most Important right now and If my
father Is a part of It, that’s wonderful too.
Kay, a successful professional,

talks about her feelings of

Independence and strength and how her father, once described
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as all knowing and all powerful, now Influences Her
decisions:
I d o n ’t think my father would ever approve of most
of the people I have ever Peen out with.
(Laughs)
I d o n ’t care If he approves of It.
There's a lot
more Joy in life when you try out new things,
whether It works or It doe s n ’t.
I like having
those opportunities without somebody Imposing
their Judgment upon me. . . . It w a s n ’t anybody
else’s decision but mine and It felt really good
to have that ability within me.
I could recognize
that I was capable of taking care of myself.
Belenky et al.

(1986) concluded that:

constructivists seek to stretch the outer
boundaries of their consciousness - by making the
unconscious conscious, by consulting and listening
to the self, by voicing the unsaid, by listening
to others and staying alert to all the currents
and undercurrents of life about them, by Imagining
themselves Inside the new poem or person or Idea
that they want to come to know and
understand.
(p. 141)
Participant Validation

Upon the completion of the analysis of the data, a
summary of the results was sent to each of the 12
participants.

From the five verbal responses to the mailed

copies of the results, no contradictory information was
offered by the participants.

Each woman offered a brief

summary of where she was In her life and a description of
her current relationship with her father.

The women then

described how they saw themselves in relation to the results
of the study.

Most of them resonated with theme of the

underlying feeling of obligation to the father.

Sara, who
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hasn’t seen her father since he disappeared from her life
four years ago, stated:
Even though I ’m making a life for myself now, I
still continue to miss him every now and then.
I
won't think ahout him for days hut then all of a
sudden, he pops into my mind.
For some reason, I
still feel connected with him.
Jan,

in agreement with the underlying theme of obligation,

stated that throughout her own process of loss, she
continued to feel a need to reconnect with her father.
The women also identified with one and/or all of the
positions.

Jess briefly summarized how she perceived

herself progressing through each of the four positions while
Robyn and Jan focused on the position that accurately
reflected their current perceptions of themselves,
fathers, and their worlds.

their

Since there was no contradictory

Information offered by the participants and the feedback
given was supportive,
described stands.

the structure of the results as

DISCUSSION

Introduction

To begin I will summarize the results of this study on
a wom a n ’s experience of loss of contact with her father
after her parents' divorce/separation.
study follows.
proposed.

Next,

Finally,

A critique of the

future research suggestions will he

the applied uses of this research,

in

particular the therapeutic Implications, will he addressed.
Throughout each of the sections I will evaluate and
Interpret the Implications of the results In light of the
existing research and literature.
Review of the Results

The structure of women ’s experience of losing contact
with their fathers after their parents’ separation or
divorce has heen described hy a developmental sequence which
consists of four positions.
dimensions.

Each position has three

In addition, underlying the entire process, a

theme based on the principle of obligation to the father,
keeps the woman engaged with the phenomenon,

(see Figure 1).

A developmental sequence of positions Is used to depict the
structure of the collected data about this phenomenon of the
separation from the father because it allows for the
description of the development of the woman In relation to
both herself and other people.

82

The term position Is
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employed because It describes a mental attitude; one has
taken a certain stand (Perry,

1970).

The labels for the four positions are Precrls.is,
Crisis,

Postcrlsls, and Acceptance.

Has three dimensions.

Eacn of tnese positions

The first dimension Is a description

of bow the woman experiences the loss of contact with her
father.

The second dimension is the evolving

father/daughter relationship.

The third dimension Is the

woman’s sense of self as a woman or her female gender
identity and is discussed from the perspective outlined in
the book entitled Wom e n ’s Ways of Knowing by Belenky,
Cllnchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986).

All three

dimensions within each position are interrelated but broken
down Into three separate descriptions so that the reader can
understand each dimension more clearly.
A woman experiencing the Precrisis Position accepts the
world without question and Is more likely to experience
herself as being externally controlled.
dimensions within this position are:

The three

Perceiving the Father

as the Victim, An Unquestioning Perspective, and The
Received Knower.
The Crisis Position Involves the w o m a n ’s awareness of
the loss of contact with her father.

The woman begins to

question this experience In relation to both herself and her
father.

She experiences an absence of control over both her

external world and her internal self.

The three dimensions
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in tills position are:

Losing Trust/Changing Roles, A

Questioning Perspective, and The Subjective Knower.
A woman experiencing the Postcrlsls Position Is
becoming more realistic about this experience of loss, her
relationship with her father, and her perception of herself
She Is beginning to develop an Internal sense of control
over her own life and her world.
within this position are:

The three dimensions

Acknowledging the Loss, A

Realistic Perspective, and The Procedural Knower.
A woman In the Acceptance Position Is more at peace
with her experience of loss.

She Is more able to focus on

herself and Identify what she needs for herself.
developed a firm Internal sense of control.
dimensions In this position are:

She has

The three

Searching for Self, An

Evolving Perspective, and The Constructed Knower.
The underlying theme along the entire developmental
sequence Is one of obligation towards the father.

This

theme keeps the woman engaged In the phenomenon thus
allowing for her growth In, and increased awareness, of
herself and her relationships with others.

The thread or

abstract principle connecting the woman to the father Is
articulated as a sense of duty, a religious belief, an
unexamlned obligation, and/or a cultural respect for the
title of father.

As the woman progresses through the

developmental sequence of positions,

this sense of
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obligation changes from an external sense of responsibility
to an Internal sense of responsibility.

Critique of this study

The purpose of this study was to employ a
phenomenological qualitative research approach to (a)
clarify and explain the many dimensions of the experience of
losing contact with the father, and (b) delineate the selfreported effects this particular experience has had on
women’s psychological well-being.

Each woman I Interviewed

was able to describe thoroughly her individual experience of
loss, as well as how the loss has affected her sense of self
and her relationships with others.

Women were able to

answer the open, broad questions without apprehension or
hesitation.

When probed for further explanation about a

particular experience,

they were able to elaborate and

clarify with more Information and examples.

Many of the

women offered comments concerning the loss, especially how
it has affected their self-confidence and their
relationships with other men, without being directly asked.
While responding,

some of the women were able to make

parallels between the man they knew as their father and the
men they have chosen for partners.
defensiveness,

Overall,

the willingness to expound,

the lack of

the varying

levels of awareness of each woman, and the abundance of
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information offered to the Interviewer added to the quality
and richness of the data.
From this group of women I was able to create an
exhaustive description that Included the many dimensions of
the experience of losing contact with the father.
this description concerns one group of 12 women.

However,
The

results cannot he generalized to the population as a whole.
Although theoretical sampling achieved variation In age (19
to 55), socioeconomic status, education, geographical
location, and age at the time of loss of contact, many other
variables were not represented.

Some of those not

represented are:

lesbians, African Americans, Hispanics,

Native Americans,

etc.

Another group of people are those

women who are In families where father loss Is more frequent
within the culture but the extended family is present (e.g.
African American).

In this family situation and In other

family arrangements, another family member,

such as a

stepfather, brother, grandfather, and/or uncle, may fulfill
the role of the absent father.
Since the protocol was designed to explore the
experience of loss from many angles
experience of the divorce;

(examining the

the visitations;

before, during, and after the divorce;

the father

etc.), each wom a n ’s

description provided me with an abundance of data.
resulted in very lengthy interviews.

This

Although much

contextual flavor was added by all of the questions,

I chose
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to focus on the data relating to the key question within the
interview protocol that specifically address the experience
of the loss.

I also focused on the data representing each

woman's self-reported effects of the loss on her life and
relationships.

By limiting the analysis to the experience

and effects of the loss,

I was ahle to he more descriptive,

comprehensive, and precise.
The fidelity of the exhaustive description to the data
is supported and strengthened by the following points.

Even

though the analysis was limited to the experience and
effects of the loss,

I used all the data most relevant to

this phenomenon in the analysis.

Any additional data

provided greater clarity by enabling me to better understand
each woman and her unique experiences,
quality of the analysis.

Also,

thus improving the

throughout the analysis

process, a number of draft presentations were offered to a
research group.

The feedback provided during these

presentations was instrumental in the developing of the
description of the phenomenon.
analysis,

the complete,

As a final check on the

exhaustive description was then

presented to the women who participated in the study.

The

reactions and comments of the five women who responded were
incorporated into the final description of the experience
and effects of the loss of contact with the father.
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Future Research Suggestions

One question that arose from hut cannot he answered hy
this study Is how these women might he similar to or
different from women who have not had concrete loss of
contact with their fathers.

When the father physically

leaves the family, as with case of divorce or separation, a
woman may discover his absence In her life, both physically
and emotionally, more readily and clearly.

Perhaps many

woman are estranged from their fathers and only begin to
realize their loss later In life when they experience some
type of crisis,

such as an Inability to establish a healthy,

enjoyable relationship with a partner.

Accordingly,

some

literature on general father/daughter relationships Is
reviewed as it relates to this study and future research.
Leonard (1982) stated "If the father Is not there for
his daughter In a committed and responsible way, encouraging
the development of her Intellectual, professional, and
spiritual side and valuing the uniqueness of her femininity,
there results an Injury to the daughter’s feminine spirit"
(p.

10).

She defined the feminine "as a way of being, as an

Inherent principle of human existence"

(p. 10).

this injury "the father-daughter wound"

She labeled

(p. 9) and expounded

that there are many fathers, not Just the fathers absent due
to divorce or separation,
daughters.

responsible for wounding their

Leonard cited many examples.

A father may have
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indulged nis daughter so much that she now has no sense of
limit, or he might have been extremely weak and a cause of
shame for his daughter.

His absence may have been Immediate

after he grew tired of his relationship with her mother.
his absence may be due to war,

Illness, or death.

Or

He may

have devalued her femininity because his own Inner feminine
side has been suppressed and underdeveloped due to the many
Influences of the patriarchal society.

He may have

developed a closeness with her that was extremely
overbearing and unhealthy which gave her no space of her
own.

He may have done his Job well as the provider of the

family and excelled In his profession but took little,
any,

Interest In his daughter's life (Leonard,

If

;

1982).

For this study examining the experience and effects of
the loss of contact with the father,

the fathers were

reportedly absent due to separatlon/dlvorce but several of
the above types of father-daughter wounds seem to have been
occurring along with the process of the loss.

Some of the

types of father-daughter wounds are explained along with the
developmental sequence of positions while others were In the
data but did not emerge as part of the structure of the
process of loss.

The father-daughter wound concerning a

change in roles for both the father and daughter is part of
the developmental sequence of positions.

Several of the

women reported that they felt that their fathers felt
uncomfortable,

Inadequate, and/or even repulsed when they
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realized their daughters had grown Into women.

One woman

stated that since her father had a negative perception of
women as a whole, he began to project his dislike onto her
when he discovered that she had become a woman.

Another

woman reported that her father often became extremely
uncomfortable and nervous around women.
former authoritative,

He changed from his

powerful stance as a father to a man

who avoided relating with his daughter.

Another father-

daughter wound found In data but not reported as part of the
structure of the process of loss is the wound concerning the
father who Is an excellent provider for the family and a
successful professional but he takes little,
Interest In his daughter’s life,

if any,

one woman reported that

her father had told her that "as long as he put food on the
table and a roof over their heads he was successful as a
father."

After spending most of his time at the office, she

stated that he would come home and spend his evenings In his
study.
Often a woman realized that even though her father had
been there physically, many times he was not able to fulfill
her needs for guidance,
of the self.

support,

approval, and affirmation

Most of the women reported that after losing

contact with their fathers,
as an individual,

they were able to experience him

only after viewing the father as a

separate entity were they able to dispel any myths or
Idealized Images of him they may have had before the loss of
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contact occurred.

In both of tnese father-daughter wounds

(l.e., the wound resulting from the change in roles and the
wound resulting from the distant,

successful provider

father) the loss of contact facilitated further exploration
into who the father is as a human being, and then this
enabled each woman to evaluate realistically how this man
had Influenced and will continue to influence her throughout
her life.
Secunda (1992) interviewed 150 women, ranging in age
from 18 to 70, of every socioeconomic group.
interviews,

she concluded that "for most women fathers are

mystery men"
daughters,

Based on these

(p. xlx).

She also interviewed 75 fathers of

ranging in age from 58 to 72.

She attended a

m e n ’s consciousness-raising group and an incest-offenders’
therapy group.

She read many books and research studies on

gender and psychology.
and knowledge,

From all this experience,

research,

she concluded "the vast majority of people,

whether male or female, begin life with fathers who were
either emotionally or physically remote"

(p. xvlll).

She

labeled the resulting sensation of this ubiquitous
phenomenon of loss "father hunger"
In the present study,

(p. xvll).

the father remained a mystery as

an idealized image until the loss forced the daughter to
reevaluate the man.

The unwavering feeling of obligation to

the father kept the woman engaged in the phenomenon of loss
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thus allowing her time to learn more about her father as an
unique individual.
Similarly,

Dalton (1986) concentrated on a particular

daughter disturbance that she identified as a "longing for
the father" (p. 207).

For four years she compiled

daughters’ stories about their relationships
them) with their fathers.

(or lack of

Many of these daughters said that

they were disappointed with the relationship they had with
their fathers because they felt that their fathers were
emotionally and/or physically absent from their lives.
In her book, Secunda (1992) cited several statistics on
how many "good fathers" have been found in studies
concerning father/daughter relationships

(p. 95)-

The first

source she mentioned is Appleton (1984) who, while examining
the many Influences the father has on the daughter,

found

that only 20 percent of the women in his study were willing
to classify their fathers as "good fathers."
higher percentage,

39 percent,

A slightly

is quoted by Fisher (1973) in

his discussion of the female orgasm.

This higher number may

be due to the seemingly more educated, perceptive, and
introspective women interviewed in his research.
Future research needs to address the father-daughter
wound that leads to the father hunger in both women who have
been physically separated from their fathers and those who
have not.

If so many people, both male and female, are

experiencing this phenomenon,

then research in this area is
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greatly needed and highly pertinent to our society as a
whole.

It Is also necessary to examine the spiralling

nature of this phenomenon.

Those people who have Peen

Injured Py a damaged relationship with their father will, if
they are not aPle to recognize and alter the effects this
may have had on their sense of self,

follow the same

patterns of Pehavlor and thought that their parents have
followed.

Future research needs to address Poth the source

and the consequence of the problem.

A thorough,

exhaustive

description of the complete process will provide many
Insights on how the chain of events can Pe altered.
Agreeing with the theoretical and empirical accounts,
Chodorow (1989) concurs that about the age of 3, a child
enters the Oedlpal period.

During this time,

of a stable gender identity is the goal.
time,

the attainment

Also during this

the father begins to become an Important figure

(object)

in the child’s life.

psychoanalytic thinking,

Chodorow,

following current

suggested that the "strength and

quality of her relationship to her father is completely
dependent upon the strength and quality of her relationship
to her mother"

(p. 53)-

The daughter draws the father into

the existing relationship between mother and daughter.
Subsequently,

the pattern is continued with others

throughout her life.
In accordance with the literature supporting the
Importance of the father In a girl’s development, a
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longitudinal study focusing on the complete process
Is, the man, the father,

the daughter,

(that

the woman) would

offer an exhaustive description of father hunger phenomenon.
Upon examining the complete description, one could then
begin to speculate and hypothesize on how to alter this
chain of events,

that Is, those people who have been Injured

by a damaged relationship with their father will,

if they

are not able to recognize and alter the effects this may
have had on their sense of self,

follow the same patterns of

behavior and thought that their parents have followed.

A

logical beginning would be educating men about their role as
fathers and the many tremendous Influences they have on
their children.

This could take the form of a longitudinal

study that provided parenting classes to one group of people
and then compare these people with another group without the
classes.

Research In this area could lead to an Increased

awareness within our society of the crucial, developing bond
between father and child.
Future studies that examine Issues of gender may
benefit from Incorporating the theories describing the
influence of the father on the woman's sense of self.
Further exploration Into how the father Influences his
children Is vital.

Kalter et a l . (1985) stated that the

father serves as a "masculine-based self-esteem"

(p. 545)

for his daughter by accepting and valuing her female gender
Identity.

Throughout their experiences of their parents’
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separatlon/dlvorce, their loss of contact with their
fathers, and their current lives, the women in this study
continue to feel obligated to their fathers.
continues to he an important, albeit absent,
person in each woman’s life.

Each father
influencing

The consequences of the

father’s rejection of the daughter need to be examined in
light of the theories of female gender identity development.
To do this, one could design a longitudinal,
phenomenological study that examines both the women who
report experiencing a loss in their relationships with their
fathers and the women who report experiencing a healthy,
interactive,

supportive relationship with their fathers.

This study would focus on each wom a n ’s sense of self and the
evolving father/daughter relationship.

Applied Implications of the Results

After experiencing the divorce of her parents and the
loss of her father,

the woman is compelled to reexamine and

reevaluate her perceptions of her sense of self, her father,
and her world.

Included within the final, exhaustive

description of the experience of losing contact with the
father is each woman’s narrative detailing how she begins to
explore who her father is as an individual.

Learning to

know her father as an individual becomes instrumental in the
process of acknowledging and accepting the loss.
him as a person,

By knowing

she is able to realize the many Influences
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he has had on her life, especially her relationships with
other men.
Dalton (1986) delineated that It Is most often the
father who introduces the daughter to the external world,
that is, the world of work and men.

He can teach his

daughter what it means to he a man hy rewarding her
masculine side hut he also Indirectly teaches her what It
means to he a woman hy the way he treats his daughter, his
wife, and other women.

Dalton hypothesized that since many

fathers are emotionally cut off from the feminine side of
themselves,

they will withhold approval because daughters

are female and visibly represent the feminine, a repressed
aspect in themselves.
In my study many of the women reported that they began
to experience changes in their roles as daughters and as
women as well as their fathers'

roles as fathers and as men.

If, along with his Initial reluctance to maintain contact
with his daughter,

the father became uncomfortable or

Intimidated by the emerging woman within his daughter, he
may have severed the tie completely to avoid any of the
discomfort or unsureness he may have had to experience upon
accepting his daughter,

the woman.

His avoidance of the

woman within his daughter parallels his own repression of
the feminine with himself.
In the clinical setting,

the application of the

phenomenon of the father rejecting his feminine side Is
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helpful to both women and men.

Upon gaining some

understanding about this phenomenon, both can reevaluate how
and why they perceive each other in the manner they do and
they are more aware of some of the Important Influencing
factors on their own perceptions of themselves.

A woman

would more easily understand the reasons for her feelings of
uncertainty and Inadequacy in both her relationship with her
father and her relationships with other men.

The man would

more readily develop and nurture the feminine aspects within
himself and subsequently Impede the spiralling nature of
this phenomenon.
A woman needs to be careful not to blame her father for
her wounds.

Leonard (1982) reminds us that these fathers

have also been wounded, both in relation to their own
feminine side and their own sense of masculinity.

The

healing of the father-daughter wound Is not through the
passive attribution of blame to the father but through the
conscious acceptance of responsibility for o n e ’s own life.
A woman needs to understand who her father was then, why he
made the decisions he made, who he Is now, and how his lack
of fathering has affected her life.

Leonard suggested that

women need to reconcile with their fathers In order to
develop a "positive father Image within themselves--one a
woman can draw upon for strength and guidance and which
enables her to appreciate the positive side of masculinity
in both the Inner and outer worlds"

(p. xlx).
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Secunda (1992) stated that the wom a n ’s first crucial
step In understanding Her patterns In relationships with men
Is the "dethroning of daddy"

(p. 90).

As an adolescent,

it

Is necessary to reevaluate Doth parents so that one can
hegln to prepare psychologically for leaving the family.
Upon losing contact with the father,

the child is unahle to

do this and continues to Idealize the father.

Through the

process of acknowledging the loss, the Individual Is then
able to explore who the father is as a person and separate
herself/himself from the Idealized Image of the father.
Only then Is the woman able to view both herself and her
father as separate entitles.

As an Individual with some

?

knowledge of who she Is and where she came from, she Is able
to explore the parallels between her father and her partner.
This research may be helpful In clinical situations
where It becomes necessary to examine the tremendous amount
of Influence the father has on the development of the
woman’s sense of self.

As a therapist,

one may find It

necessary to examine the woma n ’s relationship with her
father and to foster the reevaluatlon of her perception of
her father.

Reliable, accurate Information on

father/daughter relationships and the many ramifications of
these relationships Is Instrumental In helping clients
understand why they choose certain partners and how they can
change unhealthy patterns within their relationships.

This

information is also crucial In helping a woman understand
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how her p e r c e p t i o n of self has d e v e l o p e d and how she can now
strengthen,
(1982)

Improve,

and value her

sense of

self.

Leonard

concluded:

If the r e l a t i o n s h i p w ith the father has been
Impaired, it Is important for the w o m a n to
u n d e r s t a n d the wound, to a p p r e c i a t e what has been
lacking so that It can be d e v e l o p e d within.
But
once the injury Is understood, that very wound
needs to be accepted, for through a c c e p t a n c e of
the w ound comes heal i n g and c o m p a s s l o n - - f o r the
daughter, for the father, and for their
relationship.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A
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QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY

The qualitative researcher has the responsibility and
the obligation to be specific and to explicitly state the
assumptions and methods used In qualitative research so that
those not familiar with qualitative research methodology
will be able to evaluate the quality of the results of a
particular study.
Harding (1987) pointed out that In order to understand
a method of research,
alike,

feminist and traditional discourses

It Is Important to distinguish between the three

terms of method, methodology,
Unfortunately,

and epistemology.

the term "method" Is often used to refer to

all three of the above aspects of research.

Harding stated

that although there are similarities among the terms,
distinctions made among them provide clarity and
understanding.

She definitively stated:

A research method is a technique for (or way of
proceeding in) gathering evidence, (p. 2)
A methodology Is a theory and analysis of how
research does or should proceed; it includes
accounts of how "the general structure of theory
finds Its application In particular scientific
disciplines" (Caw, 1967, p. 539).
(p. 3)
An epistemology is a theory of knowledge.
It
answers questions about who can be a "knower"...;
what tests beliefs must pass In order to be
legitimated as knowledge...; what kinds of things
can be known..., and so forth.
(p. 3)
Qualitative and quantitative research represent two
different methodologies.

The quantitative methodology,

105
according to Colalzzl
exactitude,

(1978),

"demands precision and

Insists upon the de-emphasis of experience and

Its usurptlon by theory,

[and]

... seeks out lawful and

determined relationships among Its components"

(p. 50).

On

the other hand, phenomenological research methodology (a
type of qualitative methodology)

follows the philosophy of

"remalntlng] with the human experience as It Is experienced"
(Colalzzl,

1978, p. 55).

It reaches deeper Into the various

aspects of the experience and, ultimately, uses the gained
knowledge to better understand and conceptualize a
phenomenon.

The differing epistemologies of the two

research methodologies are based on who Is the perceived
expert or knower.

In quantitative research the researcher

Is the expert, gaining evidence to support her/his
hypotheses;

in qualitative research,

the Interviewee or the

participant Is the knower, offering the researcher valuable
Information which will enable a more thorough
conceptualization of an Idea, area of Interest, and/or a
topic.
Phenomenological psychology and Its research
methodology

differs from traditional experimental

psychology which has been associated with cause and effect
explanations;

rigorous statistics; deductive analyses; and

controlled, manipulated environments.

Wolman (1975) defined

phenomenology as
(1) The science of the subjective processes by
which phenomena are presented.
It deals with
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mental processes and concentrates on the ideal,
essential elements of experiences.
(2) The
Investigation of occurrences or phenomena as they
happen directly in experience without
Interpretation,
(p. 278)
Colalzzl

(1978) offered a definition of experience and,

subsequently, he provided a rationale for studying
experiences.

Contrary to the belief that experience exists

only Inside the Individual, he stressed that experience
Involves the world.

An experience Is "always already out In

the world" (p. 52) for It Is not locked up Inside us but
Instead It is how we behave towards the world and how we
Interact with others.

We experience our own existence as It

Is thrust upon the world.

He concluded that experience Is:

"(a) objectively real for myself and others, (b)
not an Internal state but a mode of presence to
the world, (c) a mode of world presence that Is
existentially significant, and (d) as
existentially significant, it Is a legitimate and
necessary content for understanding human
psychology" (p. 52).
According to the phenomenological perspective,
experience

... Is to not be objective"

(p.52).

"to deny my
Each

individual experience must be recognized and reported
accurately thus maintaining "fidelity to [the] phenomena"
(p. 52).

To study a psychological phenomenon,

the

qualitative researcher must first describe or Identify the
phenomenon.

This crucial beginning allows the researcher to

return to the experience Itself, conduct a thorough,
meaningful investigation, and relinquish any control
traditional psychology may have placed on the phenomenon.
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Colalzzl

(1978) delineated the major difference between

the two types of research.
several levels.

These differences emerge on

First, at the level of methodology,

the

traditional researcher employs the experimental method while
the phenomenologlst engages In the descriptive method.
These methods then express the objectives of the research.
The experimenter searches for causal explanations while the
phenomenologlst strives to Identify the Investigated
phenomena.

The objectives of any area of research are based

on how a person "thinks" about a psychological phenomenon.
The experimentalist "look(s )...for causes only because his
[or her] thinking gears him [or her] toward the calculatlve
manlpulatlon of psychological phenomena"

(p. 68), whereas

the phenomenologlst remains with the phenomena, attempting
to understand by thinking meditatively

(as Heidegger,

1966,

characterizes It) about It’s meaning.

The results then

emerge from the data In the form of themes which are used to
create a rich, elaborate description of the phenomenon.
Finally,

both areas of research maintain a particular

attitude toward our existence as a whole.

The

experimentalist’s calculatlve thinking and causal
explanations are products of a "technological life-style
which seeks to master,
Is encountered"

(p.68).

control, and dominate everything that
The phenomenologlst descriptively

Identifies psychological phenomena because,

"at the core of
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his [or her] approach towards

...self,

the world and others,

he [or she] Is content to understandlngly dwell"

(p.68).

In summary, qualitative research demands a rich,
elaborate description of the phenomenon being studied.
employing the fundamentals of analytic induction,

By

"the

researcher Is committed to form a perfect relation between
data and explanation"

(Katz,

1983, P.

130).

When analyzing

the data, the researcher may discover a negative case.

This

is defined by Katz as "evidence contradicting the current
explanation"

(p.

130) .

Once aware of such a case, the

researcher must "transform [the negative case] Into a
confirming case by revising the definition of either the
explaining or the explained phenomenon"

(p.

130).

The

discovery of a conflicting case Is accepted enthusiastically
by the researcher because It provides an opportunity to
expand and/or modify the existing explanation.

Ultimately,

this process enables the researcher to provide a thick,
comprehensive conceptualization of the phenomenon which Is
grounded In empirical data.
Repeatedly,

four specific questions have been asked

about the quality of research results found In qualitative
field studies.

Katz (1983) discussed the strengths of

qualitative research by providing an alternative perspective
for interpreting the methodological Issues known as the four
R ’s:

representativeness,

replicability.

reactivity,

reliability, and
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Representativeness.

"Analytic research rests the

external validity of a study on its internal variety"
1983, p. 134).
which,

(Katz,

By finding many differences In the data

consequently,

increase the number of possible

negative cases, a researcher promotes the discovery of
Internal variety and "expand[s] constantly the domain to
which an explanation validly can be generalized"

(p.

134).

The qualitative researcher Incorporates the conflicting
cases with the emerging themes during the analysis stage of
the research.

This enables the researcher to permit "each

new datum to function as rival hypothesis"
ultimately,

(p.

134) when,

she/he formulates an exhaustive description of ;

the Investigated phenomenon.
Reactivity.

Following quantitative methodology, when a

researcher focuses on a phenomenon as It Is experienced from
within, as a participant observer or an Interviewer,

there

Is concern that participants’ responses to a study's method
will confound the findings.

It Is feared that even small

changes In the researcher’s behavior will result In
differences In the subjects’ behaviors.

Katz (1983) asserts

that It Is precisely on these grounds that analytic research
demonstrates methodological strength.
methods,

Analytic field

such as Interviewing, allow participants to act

naturally within the setting and to form an Identity for the
researcher as they perceive her/him.

Laslett and Rapport

(1975) suggested that an attempt should be made "to generate
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a collaborative approach to the research which engages both
the interviewer and respondent in a Joint enterprise"
968).

(p.

These responses to the Interviewer and her/his

research method provide valuable substantive data rather
than Irrelevant,

"artificial" data.

Katz feels that fixed methods used to control
reactivity only intensify the problem.

Harding (1987)

concurs that by "introducing this subjective element Into
the analysis In fact increases the objectivity of the
research and decreases the objectivism which hides this kind
of evidence from the public"

(p. 9).

She stresses that

"only In this way can we hope to produce understandings andexplanations which are free (or, at least, more free) of
distortion from the unexamlned beliefs and behaviors of
social scientists themselves"

(p. 9).

It Is therefore the researcher’s responsibility to
create an atmosphere in which the participants feel
comfortable and at ease.

The researcher asks the questions

and guides the conversation, when necessary, but It Is the
participant who Is the real expert.
that In most cases,

Oakley (1981) stated

"the goal of finding out about people

through interviewing Is best achieved when the relationship
of the interviewer and interviewee Is non-hlerarchlcal and
when the Interviewer Is prepared to Invest his or her own
personal Identity In the relationship"
encourages an open,

(p. 41).

Oakley

Interactive relationship between the
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interviewer and the interviewee.

The atmosphere of this

relationship fosters the expression of any questions and/or
concerns held hy the interviewee.
Reliability.

While quantitative researchers have

developed complex measures to evaluate reliability,
qualitative researchers have employed other measures to
demonstrate to readers that the observations and
formulations reported are accurate and credible.
examining the collected Information,

Upon

the qualitative

researcher will examine the data thoroughly and extract
significant statements from the data.

She/he then employs

creative Insight to formulate meanings for each of these
statements.

Throughout this process the researcher

constantly returns to the original data to ensure that
she/he does not formulate meanings that Insufficiently
define what was originally recorded.

She/he must search for

negative cases which lead the researcher to "a holistic
analysis that binds propositions and data Into an intricate
network"

(Katz,

1983, P. 140).

This network provides the

researcher with boundaries In which she/he can consistently
interpret the data.
Replicability.

"Because standards of substantive

relevance change rapidly within the [qualitative] research
process, much of the data considered will not be reported
nor even recorded.

The difficulties of specifying the

research procedures used and of accounting for all the data
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considered add up to an inability to define what a
replication would he" (Katz,

1983, P. 144).

Although, after

reviewing a study where the researcher claims that no
negative cases could he detected,

a different researcher may

pick up where the original researcher left off and search in
a new setting for one contradictory case.

This way the

subsequent researcher will he able to document new types of
phenomena which will lead to additional valuable theoretical
propositions.

The resulting analysis will be even more

descriptive and complex.
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RECRUITMENT MATERIALS

1 12
APPENDIX B - 1:

A FLYER

ADULT DAUGHTERS OF DIVORCED/SEPARATED PARENTS NEEDED FOR
RESEARCH

Did your parents divorce or permanently separate?
Did you
lose contact with your father In this process of parental
separation?
If so, I ’d like to Interview you for my
research being supervised by Dr. Mary Roberson.
If you are
Interested or have questions, please contact me at 295-8687,
morning or evening.
If you are calling to ask questions, It
does not mean that you are obligated to participate.

Thank you,

Marcia Fuller

If the following apply to you, I hope you consider
participating in this research.
a.
b.
c.
d.

You are a daughter over 18 years old.
You have experienced the separation or
divorce of your parents.
You feel that you and your father have
lost touch with each other.
If you have reestablished contact with
your father,
I ’d still like to Include
your experience In my research.
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APPENDIX B-2:

A VERBAL DESCRIPTION

Hello.
I'm Marcia Fuller and I'm a graduate student In
clinical psychology at the university of Dayton.
I ’m here
today to briefly present to you the research that I am
currently working on which Is being supervised by Dr. Mary
Roberson. From the handout (Appendix B-3), you will notice
the title of my study - A wom a n ’s loss of contact with her
father through separation or divorce: Experience and
meaning. When reviewing the literature on divorce and Its
effect on father/daughter relationships, I found that very
little has been done to explore this experience and any
Personally, I have
meaning It may have for women.
experienced the deterioration of my relationship with my
father following my parents’ divorce.
The goal of this study Is to gather unique experiences
from other woman who have lost contact with their fathers,
The knowledge and insight this information will offer can
It
help others experiencing similar feelings and thoughts,
will also provide other researchers some direction In their
own pursuits of knowledge on this important topic.
The interview will last approximately 60-90 minutes and
all Information will be kept confidential. I am eager to
If you are Interested in participating,
hear your story,
please contact me either now or by phone (293-8687 ) .
To review, if the following Items apply to you, please
consider participating In this research.
a.
b.
c.
d.

You are a daughter over 18 years old.
You have experienced the separation or
divorce of your parents.
You feel that you and your father have
lost touch with each other.
If you have reestablished contact with
your father, I'd still like to Include
your experience in my research.

Thank you for your time and attention.
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APPENDIX B-3:

A HANDOUT

A WOM A N ’S LOSS OF CONTACT WITH HER FATHER
THROUGH SEPARATION OR DIVORCE:
EXPERIENCE AND MEANING
Did you lose contact with your
Did your parents divorce?
parental
separation?
If so, I ’d
father In this process of
like to interview you for my research being supervised by
Dr. Mary Roberson.
If you are Interested or have
questions, please contact me at 293-8687, morning or
evening.
If you are calling to ask questions, It does not
mean that you are obligated to participate.
Thank you

Marcia Fuller

If the following apply to you, I hope you consider
participating In this research.
a.
b.
c.
d.

You are a daughter over 18 years old.
You have experienced the separation or
divorce of your parents.
You feel that you and your father have
lost touch with each other.
If you have reestablished contact with
your father,
I ’d still like to Include
your
experience In my research.
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A P P ENDIX

B-4:

AN AD

IN UD STUDENT N E W S L E T T E R

ADULT DAUGHTERS OF D I V ORCED PARENTS

NEEDED FOR RESEARCH

Did you lose contact w ith you father in the process of
parental s e p a r a t i o n or divorce?
If so, I ’d H X e to
interview you for my r e s earch being s u p e r v i s e d by Dr. Mary
R o b e r s o n at UD.
If inter e s t e d or have questions, please
contact me at your c o n v e n i e n c e (Marcia Fuller, 293-8687).
I
will be I n t e r viewing after finals and t h roughout the summer.
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APPENDIX B-5:

AN AD IN WSU STUDENT NEWSPAPER

Adult Daughters of Divorced Parents Needed For Research
Did you lose contact with your father In the process of
parental separation or divorce?
If so, I'd like to
interview you for my research being supervised by Dr. Mary
Roberson at UD.
if interested or have any questions, please
contact me at your convenience (Marcia Fuller, 293-8687).

APPENDIX C
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THE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL:

AN INTRODUCTION

Before we begin, I d like to discuss briefly how the
It may seem to you that I'm asking
Interview will proceed,
Initially, I'd like you to say
some very broad questions,
whatever comes to your mind and 1 f the question is too open
and not specific enough for you, I can follow up with some
more specific questions which may help you focus In on your
experience.
The reason for the broad questions Is to help
you share with me whatever comes to your mind initially
without me providing you any guidance or direction.
I would like for you to think about these Issues on a
deeper level than you might normally think about them.
Any
answer you offer will provide me with valuable Information
because you are the expert. I want to learn about your own
personal experiences and any response you give Is helpful.
There Is no right or wrong answer to any of these questions
and there Is no answer I expect you to give.
You will hear the word ‘experience’ used frequently
This is a study of
within the questions I will ask.
experiences - each Individual’s own personal experience.
There are many dimensions to this word.
As you recall a
certain experience, you may express some feelings or
Or,
emotions that connect you with that time In your life.
Perhaps
you may respond with thoughts about the experience.
Maybe
certain behaviors will realign you with that memory.
y o u ’ll remember what you were doing, who you were with, or
where you were (etc.) when this experience became real to
you. Again, each experience is a person’s own memory.
I
would like for you to answer each question with whatever
comes to your mind.
This information Is quite valuable to
my study.
Do you have any questions?
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THE INFORMED CONSENT FORM

A WOMAN’S LOSS OF CONTACT WITH HER FATHER
THROUGH SEPARATION OR DIVORCE:
EXPERIENCE AND MEANING
Marcia L. Fuller Has explained to me the purpose and
This research is being
requirements of this study.
supervised py Dr . Mary Roberson, Department of Psychology
My participation In this study Is voluntary.
I am aware
that a researcher guarantees me certain rights.
I
understand that If I feel that a inquiry is too personal or
objectionable, I may, at any time, refuse to answer such a
question.
I am free to discontinue my participation in the
study at any time.
If I have any questions, I am free to
ask at any time.
I understand that the interview will take approximately 6090 minutes and that it will be audiotape recorded.
Each
tape will be labeled with a code name.
The list that
matches the code names with the participants’ names will be
kept in a secure place and separate from the other documents
and materials used for this research.
The tapes will be
transcribed and then labeled according to the code names
only.
No one but those people Involved In the research
process will listen to the tape or read the transcript.
The
Identity of the participant will not be revealed at any
time.
Quotations from the Interviews may be used when
writing the results, but each source will remain anonymous.
The researcher, Marcia L. Fuller, guarantees my
confidentiality.
She will not inform other people that I
have participated in this study and she will not reveal my
identity in the writing process.
In addition, all tapes and
transcripts are completely confidential.
I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.

Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date
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THE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
1.

I ’d like to set some context or background before
we get into your experience of the loss of contact
with your father.
How would you describe yourself
to yourself (Perry, 1970)?
(Follow up with additional questions If more
Information Is needed.)

2.

Describe visitation arrangements with your father
(e.g. legal requirements, actual arrangements, age
at time of divorce, age when separated from the
father, changes In visitation arrangements, how
time was spent when visiting).

3-

While initially experiencing the divorce, you may
have had one perception of your father and now you
may have another perception.
Based on your
current perception of your father, how would you
describe him prior to (l.e., immediately
preceding) your parents’ divorce?
(Gather
specific examples.)
How about the flip side of the coin, were there
times when It was posltlve/negatlve to be around
your father?
(When an example Is given, ask what
was fun, exciting, painful, uncomfortable, etc.,
about the experience.)

4.

During the time your parents were going through
the divorce process, you were experiencing changes
In your life.
You had your own perception and
opinions of why all this was happening to your
family.
I would like for you to mentally go back
to the time of the divorce.
What Is your memory
of how you experienced your parents’ divorce at
that time?
Follow up suggestions:
a.

What event stands out In your mind that
reminds you of when you learned about
your parents’ divorce?

b.

Were there any (posltlve/negatlve)
feelings that you can remember when you
learned of the divorce?
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c.

5.

Can you be more specific?
What about
that experience that made It tne ‘_____
experience of your life?

How did you experience your father throughout the
divorce proceedings?
Follow up suggestions:

6.

a.

How do you feel he reacted?
(Get at these feelings.
Gather specific
examples of her perceptions of his
feelings and behaviors.)

b.

How did you experience your relationship
with him during the divorce?
(Gather specific examples of any changes
In the relationship.)

As you are well aware, my study Is about people
who have lost contact with their fathers.
For
some people this happens over time, for others It
happens quite suddenly, while for others, It seems
to fall somewhere between these two extremes.
How
did you experience the loss of contact with your
father?
a.

Describe that period of time when you
began to experience the loss of contact
with your father.
(Get examples)

b.

Some people experience themselves acting
in different ways when this happens.
Looking back, do you feel that you
behaved differently upon realizing your
relationship with your father had
changed?

The following questions are organized according to
who the woman feels Is responsible for the loss of
contact, l.e., either her father or herself.

c.

How did you feel when you first noticed
the decrease In your father’s (your own)
efforts to get in touch with you (your
father)?
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Did these feelings change In any way?
If so, how?
d.

What were y ou doing when It hit you that
your father (you were) was not t rylng as
hard to get In contact with you (your
father)?
How did you feel at this moment?
(Get an actual experience or Incidence
of the awareness of the loss of contact
entering the consclousness-the w o m a n ’s
Insight of the situation.)

e.

7.

Did you talk to anyone about your
awareness of your father’s (own) lack of
Interest?

Allow yourself to go hack In time to when your
father seemed to lose Interest.
Describe for me
how (e.g., Marcia at 13 years o l d ) viewed her
father’s lack of Involvement In her life.
Follow up questions:

8.

a.

At 13, why did you think your father
faded out of your life?

b.

What reasons do you feel he had for
leaving?

c.

When you were 13 years old, what reasons
did you and/or your father give for not
contacting each other?

d.

Do you feel that you behaved differently
because of his leaving?

Reflect for a moment upon how this experience has
affected your life.
Describe for me how you feel
this experience has affected your life.
a.

What affects has this experience had for
you as an Individual Involved In other
female/male relationships.

b.

Now that you are older, why do you think
your father faded out of your life?
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9.

What Is your relationship to your father now?
(Exploring for contact and reconciliation with the
father)

a.

If yes:
Describe for me the experience
of reconciling with your father?
(Who initiated this?
what age?)

b.

10.

How?

Why?

At

If no:
Would you like to get back in
touch with your father?
Do you think your father would like to
get In touch with you?
Do you feel that it is possible to do
this?
How would you go about regaining contact
with him?

The reason for this Interview was to find out
about your personal experience of losing contact
with your father.
Is there anything I hav e n ’t
asked you about this process that you feel Is
important for me and other women to know?
Is
there any advice or words of wisdom that you would
like to offer to other women In similar
situations?

I would like to reestablish contact with you
once I have completed my study so that I may share
with you the findings of my Interviews.
Thank you
for talking with me and the other people who may
read this paper.
And thank you for sharing the
many feelings and thoughts you have about yourself
and your father.
The amount of self exploration
you have engaged In requires courage and inner
strength and is highly commendable.
Thank you
again.
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ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DATA

After collecting the participant’s descriptive
responses to the research questions, Colalzzl

(1978)

recommended a seven-step method to analyze the Interview
data.

(1) Read the participant’s descriptions,

as Interview protocols,

referred to

in order to get a feel for them.

(2) Extract the significant statements from the Interview
protocol.

These phrases or sentences retained should

directly pertain to the investigated phenomenon.

(3)

Formulate meanings of each significant statements using
creative insight to leap from what a participant says to
what she/he means.

One must "never sever all connections

with the original protocol... The researcher must go beyond
what Is given In the original data and at the same time,
stay with It" (p. 59).
each protocol,

(4) After one repeats the above for

the formulated meanings are organized Into

clusters of themes common to all of the participant's
protocols.

During this organization,

"[the researcher must]

refer these clusters of themes back to the original
protocols in order to validate them"

(p. 59).

There may be

"discrepancies... noted among and/or between the various
clusters"

(p. 61).

The researcher then works with the

description so that It fits the data.

"She[He] must refuse

the temptations of Ignoring data or themes which don't fit
or of prematurely generating a theory which would merely
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c o n c e p t u a l l y - a b s t r a c t l y eliminate
hls[her]

findings

description,

thus

far"

(p.

w h i c h Includes

"An effort

is made

61).

(5) An exhaustive

the results of everything

g a t h e r e d on the inve s t i g a t e d
(6)

the d i s c o r d a n c e of

topic so far,

to formulate

the exhaustive

d e s c r i p t i o n of

the Inve s t i g a t e d p h e n o m e n o n

a statement of

I d e n t i f i c a t i o n of

as possible"

(p.

61).

(7)

is generated.

Its

In order

In as unequivocal

fundamental
to validate

structure
the results,

one can return to each p arti cipant

and ask h e r / h i m about

findings

can v e r bally

thus

far.

The researcher

results and then note any
participant.

research"

(p.

be wor k e d

62).

state the

feedback p r o v i d e d by the

"Any relevant new data

interviews must

the

that emerges

Into the final

from these

product of

the
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THE INFORMATION GIVEN TO THE PARTICIPANTS
UPON CONCLUSION OF THE RESEARCH
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APPENDIX G- 1 :

A LETTER

A Wom a n ’s Loss of Contact with Her Fatner
Through Separation or Divorce:
Experience and Meaning

Dear name

October 29,

1992

Hello!
Remember the research you participated In last
summer?
Well, I have finally been able to complete my work
It took me longer
and send a copy of my results to you.
than I had expected to complete my research and I hope you
are still interested In the results of my study.
Before I begin to describe the results of my study, I
would like to thank you once again for your par tlcipation m
If it wa s n ’t for your courage, hones ty, and
my study,
strength, I wouldn't have been able to complete my research
and contribute to this mostly unexplored resear ch area of
father/daughter relationships.
Each interview provided me
with an abundance of Information which enabled me to offer a
more complete, realistic, and comprehensive des crlptlon of a
But,
woman's experience of losing contact with her father.
because of the huge amount of Information, this description
does not represent all of the data.
I would greatly appreciate any comments you have about
what I have presented to you.
I am especially Interested if
you think this represents your experience and If so, please
elaborate on how this description represents your
experience.
If you d o n ’t think this represents your
experience, please explain why you disagree.
Again, any
thought, feeling, or opinion you may have about my research
Is a valuable, Important observation.
If at all possible, please return your comments and
observations to me as soon as possible.
I have enclosed a
self-addressed stamped envelop for your convenience.
Your
response enables me to complete my thesis and obtain my much
anticipated degree.
If you are unable to comment at this
time, please do so later at your convenience.
Before you begin to read the following description,
look over the accompanying figure.
It might help to clarify
the somewhat lengthy description.
If you have any questions
concerning this material, please feel free to call me at
293-8687, morning or evening.
Again, thank you so m u c h .
Sincerely,
Marcia L. Fuller
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APPENDIX G-2:

A SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS

I have used a developmental sequence of positions to
describe all the women's experiences of losing contact with
their fathers after marital separation.
I chose a
developmental sequence to depict the structure of the data
because It allows for the description of the development of
the woman In relation to both herself and other people.
She
does not necessarily have to move forward through the
sequence of positions.
However, the general developmental
movement Is forward.
There are four positions along the developmental
sequence of positions.
I chose the term position because It
describes a mental attitude; one has taken a certain stand.
Not all of you experience every position and not all of you
experience each position In a linear fashion.
Each of these positions has three dimensions.
The
first dimension Is a description of how each of you
experience the loss of contact with your father.
The second
dimension Is the evolving father/daughter relationship.
The
third dimension is the woman ’s sense of self as a woman or
her female gender Identity and Is discussed from the
perspectives outlined in the book entitled W o m e n ’s Ways of
Knowing by Belenky, Cllnchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986).
Keep In mind that the three dimensions within each position
are Interrelated but broken down Into three separate
sections so that each of you can understand each dimension
more clearly.
Finally, in addition to all the above, a theme based on
the principle of obligation to the father underlies the
entire process.
This underlying feeling keeps each of you
engaged in the phenomenon thus allowing for your growth in,
and Increased awareness of, yourself and your relationships
with others.
The thread or abstract principle connecting
each of you to your father may be a sense of duty, a
religious belief, an unexamlned obligation, and/or a
cultural respect for the title of father.
As you progress
through the developmental sequence of positions, this sense
of obligation changes from an external sense of
responsibility to an Internal sense of responsibility.
The women in this study demonstrated varying degrees of
awareness, acceptance, and growth concerning their
experiences of losing contact with their fathers.
As with
any experience In life, a human being will both deny and
adapt as well as regress and progress as she or he moves
through the many facets of an experience.
After a brief
Introduction about the study by Belenky et al. (1986), the
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theme concerning obligation will be discussed so that an
underlying premise for further discussion of the four
positions will be established.
Ways of Knowing:

An Evolving Sense of Self

The third dimension of each of the four positions
represents the woman’s sense of self as an adult female.
In
this study, the woman’s evolving sense of self Includes a
redefinition of authority, a change from being externally
controlled to being internally controlled, and an emerging
sense of an inner voice.
In a study by Belenky et al. (1986), the development of
a woman’s self, voice, and mind are explored.
In their
book, they examine women’s ways of knowing which Includes
"five different perspectives from which women view reality
and draw conclusions about truth, knowledge, and authority"
(p. 5).
They also discuss how a wom a n ’s way of knowing Is
Intertwined with her sense of self.
I used the structure of
their theory to describe a wom a n ’s sense of self as she
experiences the process of losing contact with her father.
In this study, the last four categories, that Is, received ,
knower, subjective knower, procedural knower, and
constructed knower, were used to describe each woman's sense
of self as she moves through the developmental sequence of
positions.
Feeling Obligated to the Father
Throughout your descriptions of the your experiences of
losing contact with your fathers is an underlying feeling of
obligation towards the father.
This pervasive theme is
exemplified in varying but similar forms.
Even though each
situation is unique to an Individual, all contain a strong
sense of responsibility to the father and for the
father/daughter relationship.
This feeling of obligation to
the father includes a seemingly unceasing need for a father
figure, concerns about the existance of a grandfather for
your children, an acknowledgement of dislike for the father
as a person in connection with the continuing need for the
father, religious beliefs about the role of the father, a
sense of responsibility for Initiating and maintaining
contact with the father, and a sense of responsibility for
the father's and the family's well being.
Your feelings of
obligation towards your father pervade your experience of
loss.
Even though you may feel totally rejected by your
father, you appear to continue to feel obligated to and
responsible to this man who Is your father.

133
Position one:

Precrisis

Tills position marks the Peginning of each woman’s
experience of loss.
At tnis point, you are learning that
your parents are either permanently separating or divorcing,
and you are beginning to experience now this change is going
to affect your life.
The three dimensions within Position
One, Precrisis are:
Perceiving the Father as the victim, An
unquestioning Perspective, and The Received Knower.
At this position, you seem to accept your particular
situation for what It appears to he, that Is, at face value.
You haven’t begun to question why your parents’ relationship
has ended, or why your father has lost contact, or why you
perceive your mother as the primary force behind the
separation and/or divorce and your father’s unhappiness.
Upon the realization that your father can be weak,
helpless, and vulnerable, you begin to see a different yet
more holistic perception of your father.
This perception
includes a genuine feeling of sorrow and compassion for the
father; for all that he has or will lose because of the
separation and/or divorce.
in each w o m a n ’s description
there Is a pervading feeling of the victimization of the
father, perhaps because he Is now viewed as a person with
weaknesses and vulnerabilities.
Often the blame for you and
your family’s particular situation Is assigned to your
mother.
Before this time In your life, you may never have had
to explore and define your relationship with your father.
You accept your role as the daughter and his role as the
father.
The separation and/or divorce and the changes that
follow seem to act as a catalyst for each woman and you
begin to question your relationship with your father and
subsequently, your relationship with external authority.
As a received knower, you derive a sense of self from
the roles you maintain and the definitions others supply.
There Is a denial of self.
You do not feel in control of
yourself; rather, the control Is experienced as external to
yours.elf.
At this time in your life, you view your world as
a place where everything is black and white, with no grays.
Position Two:

Crisis

Within this position, you experience the loss of
contact with your father by losing trust in the man you
thought was your father.
You also begin to experience a
change In the roles both you and your father are expected to
maintain.
You begin to question your relationship with your
father, your relationships with others, and your Initial
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perception of the loss.
In addition, you are beginning to
question you own perception of yourself.
The three
dimensions within this position are:
Losing Trust/Changing
Roles, A Questioning Perspective, and The Subjective Knower.
As contact with your father becomes more Infrequent,
you begin to feel mistrust and doubt towards your father.
You also experience a feeling of nonacceptance and an
absence of love from your father.
As the contact diminishes
and eventually stops, these feelings intensify, and you may
experience these same feelings for other males in your life.
For most of the women In this study, statements about the
lack of trust they have for their husbands, boyfriends,
partners, and friends directly follow statements about the
lack of trust they have for their fathers.
Your perception of the change In roles Includes both
your sense of responsibility you feel for your siblings,
mother, and home, and the changes occurring In your
relationship with your father, including the father’s
overall discomfort upon realizing his daughter Is becoming a
woman and an adult.
Each of these experiences add to an
emerging perception of the father that Is more realistic and
mature and an emerging sense of a firm and valuable adult
female gender identity.
The subjective knower position shifts away from the
received knower in which others define your Identity.
This
shift Involves feelings of insecurity, doubt, and
instability because you are moving away from the familiar
relationships and situations within which your old Identity
has been embedded.
At this time, you may feel that you are
In limbo because you seem to have little control over your
external world as well as no control over your Inner self.
However, this instability is welcomed because your selfconcept begins to change; your new world Is shaped and
directed by you yourself.
Your definition of authority
shifts from external to internal which enables you to
experience a sense of personal authority.
Position Three:

Postcrlsls

Your experience of loss propels you to examine your
relationship with your father and your perception of
yourself.
Your questioning Introspection enables you to
experience your father as an individual and to establish
more firmly your own sense of self as an adult woman.
The
three dimensions of Position Three, Postcrlsls are:
Acknowledging the Loss, A Realistic Perspective, and The
Procedural Knower.
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Acknowledging the loss begins with the woman being able
to perceive her father as an individual, that is, knowing
him as a person.
Based on a wider awareness, you are able
Independent choice concerning your
to make a conscious
opinion of the man.
You can now choose whether or not you
would prefer to have a relationship with this man who Is
Most of the women in this study at this point
your father.
In their lives decided that for many reasons, they chose not
to pursue a relationship with their fathers.
Each of you
described a strong need to get on with your lives,
While
progressing personally and professionally, all the women
interviewed stated that they still experience the hur t ,
confusion, and anger associated with the perceived rejection
by their fathers.
The procedural knower realizes that truth Is not
immediately accessible.
To truly know something requires
careful observation and systematic analysis.
Your Inner
voice is becoming critical of all that you think and
observe.
You begin to search for ways to obtain and
communicate knowledge.
Subsequently, you begin to
experience an increasing sense of control over your world.
You gain responsibility for and confidence in your female
gender identity.
Position Four:

Acceptance

A woman that has reached this position along the
developmental sequence has been able to process through her
experience of loss, to explore her father and her
relationship with him as .a daughter and as a woman, and to
establish a firm but evolving female gender Identity.
She
is capable of choosing whether to Invite the man who Is her
father into her life or to search for what father
traditionally represents elsewhere - love, acceptance,
security, approval, and support.
These qualities continue
to be extremely Important for the woman’s sense of well
being.
The three dimensions of Position Four, Acceptance
are:
Searching for Self, An Evolving Perspective, and The
Constructed Knower.
Each woman who is able to reach this point begins to
develop a new awareness of herself.
She begins to explore
how this experience of loss affected her sense of self.
This awareness Includes an overall feeling of Increased
responsibility, Independence, and strength.
She employs
these positive feelings to work through her past and move on
with her future.
Many of these women have been in therapy
or are still continuing with therapy to help work through
these feelings and thoughts.
They have shared that they
want to recognize and understand their fathers’ behaviors,
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thoughts, and feelings so that they can avoid becoming like
their fathers and/or choosing men similar to their fathers.
At this point, the father/daughter relationship is
defined more realistically; it Is what it Is.
She can
choose either to abandon the existing relationship or to
pursue a modified, more fulfilling relationship.
If the
woman decides that her relationship with her father cannot
fulfill her needs, she can search for what she needs In
other people and In herself.
If she decides to contact her
father again, It will be for herself.
Her own affirmation
of self leads to her decision to connect with her father,
with both decisions, the woman Is learning to provide for
her own needs.
The women who have been able to grow and learn this way
of constructed knowing now exhibit a sense of fluidity with
their experience of loss.
They have been able to
Often therapy has
Incorporate the loss within the self
advancement
to this
been an Important part of their
position.
In therapy, they are able to engage in dialogue
with the absent father and work through the many feelings
surrounding the loss of contact,
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